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PREFACE 


Underlying the preparation of this book has been a belief 
that the essentials of Christian ethics can best be presented 
through the writings of great Christian thinkers of all ages. 
It is only through such writings that the full richness of the 
Christian tradition can be portrayed in its immediate ap¬ 
plicability to present-day ethical questions. Yet the most im¬ 
portant source materials are usually to be found only in 
out-of-the-way places, buried in unwieldy and expensive edi¬ 
tions. To meet this problem we have tried in this volume to 
gather together a representative selection of these materials 
for use in college and seminary courses. 

While the greater part of the book is devoted to original 
source materials, it is designed to be more than a mere col¬ 
lection of “readings.” An introductory chapter summarizes 
the contribution of the Bible to Christian ethical thought and 
practice. Each subsequent chapter is provided with an ex¬ 
tensive introduction which will help to place the selections in 
their historical context and to clarify their contribution to the 
Christian tradition as a whole. The final chapter surveys cur¬ 
rent trends and relates them to the main lines of earlier move¬ 
ments. 

The historical organization of the source material is de¬ 
signed to make clear the development of the major themes of 
Christian ethical thought. At the same time, the selections 
from the work of each thinker were made with an eye to their 
universal and undated relevance. We have tried to let each 
major figure speak for himself and at sufficient length to war¬ 
rant close study and independent reflection. The task of selec¬ 
tion has been a hard one. There is an embarrassment of riches 
among the many Christian writings of the last two thousand 
years which could claim a rightful place in this volume. The 
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rigid exclusion of personal favorites has been painful, and at 
times the final choice has necessarily been somewhat arbi¬ 
trary. Yet the presentation of substantial blocks of material 
from relatively few representative thinkers seems preferable 
to the compilation of an anthology of brief selections from a 
larger number of writers. 

The book may be used in a number of ways as a textbook 
for introductory courses in Christian ethics. The selections 
from each thinker could provide material for a comparative 
approach to the explication of the meaning of the Christian 
life. Alternatively, each chapter might be taken on its own as 
a point of departure for the discussion of one or more facets 
of Christian ethical theory, such as the Christian view of hu¬ 
man nature, the problem of freedom and law, the concept of 
love, or the relation of the Christian to cultiue. Or again, the 
historical sequence of the chapters might serve as a guiding 
thread in a course traversing the development of the Chris¬ 
tian ideal in Western cultiue. Though the book is mainly de¬ 
signed for the use of the undergraduate student, we hope that 
it will also be of value in theological seminaries as a general 
introduction to more detailed study. And we shall be pleased 
if individual readers outside the academic world can find in 
these pages a way to a richer appreciation of the Christian 
tradition in its contemporary context. 

The planning and execution of this volume has been a 
process of mutual collaboration. Professor Niebuhr undertook 
the special responsibility for the selection of material and the 
introduction for Chapters 1,8,9, and 13. The remaining chap¬ 
ters were the responsibility of Professor Beach. A special 
word of gratitude is due to Professor Paul Holmer for select¬ 
ing materials and writing the introduction for Chapter 14. 

The editors would like to record their indebtedness for 
many kinds of assistance in the preparation of this book: to 
Professors Millar Burrows, W. D. Davies, Robert Cushman, 
Ray C. Petry, David Shipley, Shelton Smith, and Franklin 
Young for their counsel and critical suggestions in the prep¬ 
aration of many of these chapters; to the Duke University Re¬ 
search Council and the Carnegie Fotmdation for the Ad- 
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vancement of Teaching for financial assistance; to Miss Ruby 
Bailey and Mrs. Helen Hodges for clerical help as exact as in¬ 
defatigable; and to numerous classes of students, on whom 
some of the ideas and interpretations herein have been tried 
out, and from whom the editors have learned much. 

Durham, N. C. Waldo Beach 

New Haven, Coim. H. Richabd Niebuhr 

February, 1955 
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CHRISTIAN ETHICS 



INTRODUCTION 


What does it mean to be a Christian? This question is 
asked anew by the seeker in each generation within the Chris¬ 
tian tradition. Though he may have acquired certain “oflBcial” 
or automatic answers from his upbringing in a Christian en¬ 
vironment, he may be puzzled by, or be restive with, the 
copybook formulae or the lecture notes. He may want to 
find out for himself the inward meaning of the old Christian 
terms learned from his parents and teachers. His search may 
lead him to the recoveiy of insights which his contemporaries 
have forgotten or perverted. 

This volume is an attempt to gather together out of Chris¬ 
tian history the most searching answers to the question of 
what it means to be a Christian, answers which by reason of 
their integrity and penetration have proved the most impres¬ 
sive to other Christians in their quest for a meaningful faith. 
For the mo st part, this is a source book of readings, Y^here 
each Christian speaks for himself or confesses his faith about 
what he has found to be the essential Christian truth. This 
must of necessity range far beyond matters sometimes defined 
as “ethics,” that is, particulars of right and wrong, into the 
more important concerns of theology, that is, faiths about the 
nature of God and man which lie behind human actions as 
their source and sanction. In its full sense, ethics deals not so 
much with the “whats” as with the “whys” of human be¬ 
havior. 


The One and the Many in Christian Ethics 

One important preliminary matter to raise is whether 
these answers given in Christian history and found in these 
pages are one or many. It will not do to say, as is commonly 
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done, that being a Christian means doing one particular thing 
or fulfilling one particular law, such as avoiding fleshly vices, 
or following the Golden Rule, or being kind, or believing in 
the brotherhood of man. As a matter of fact, to take one of 
these as the sum of the Christian life is quite to miss its point. 
If the Christian life could be defined in terms of some simple 
moral injunction out of the Bible or anywhere else, all subse¬ 
quent Christian reflection would be unnecessary reiteration, 
closer or further away from the given answer. On the other 
hand, it will not do to sav that the different beliefs of Chris- 
tians are completely plural and unrelated, as though the ethi¬ 
cal problems of each age were entirely novel, and the Chris¬ 
tian approach in each case unprecedented. Such pluralism 
would require us to say that what it means to be a Christian 
in the twentieth centuiy is something entirely different from 
what it meant in the first century. “Christian” then would be 
only a family name, and have no reference to an integrity 
which imites Christians in all ages. 

Clearly, then, we are led to recognize that Christian ethics 
in history is both one and many. There is a certain unity in 
Christian writings, an inner resemblance .shared even by the 
most apparently diverse thinkers. The Christian monk of the 
twelfth century is more akin to the Christian social reformer 
of the nineteenth century than may appear at first sight. This 
kindred spirit that unifies Christians in diverse centuries and 
places shows up more readily when we look at them in com¬ 
parison with people whose behavior springs from non-Chris¬ 
tian faiths, such as a faith that bodily enjoyments are ultimate 
or that the State is god. It must be granted, of course, 
that rarely is faith found in pure form; Christian and non- 
Christian faiths are usually found in complex mixture in most 
people whose “official” religion is Christianity. 

What makes for the unity of Christian ethics is not, as with 
scientific knowledge, a continuity in the progressive accumu¬ 
lation of knowledge, whereby one generation adds to the fund 
of wisdom built up by its forebears. The latest book on Chris¬ 
tian ethics is not necessarily the wisest one. For that matter, 
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the earliest Christian book, the Bible, remains in a certain 
sense the main source book of Christian insight. Nor can we 
say that what makes for the one in the many Christian an¬ 
swers is a common body of rational philosophical premises, 
from which a variety of particulars are deduced. 

Tlic integrity of Christian ethics is better described as 
derived from a certain shared faith about the nature of God 
as Ultimate Reality and man’s proper response to him. Hie 
unity of Christian ethics lies in its God-centered faith. By 
virtue of the kind of God it relies on as final, as being the 
Sovereign Power of the Universe, its Creator and Ruler and 
Redeemer, whose nature is made known in Jesus Christ, 
Christian ethics says in many different ways that the Chris¬ 
tian life t'onsists in the response of obedient love to God in 
whatever he wills. “This is the first commandment of all.” 
And in the human sphere what God wills is the love of neigh¬ 
bor after the manner of God’s love to man. Within the 
variables of Christian ethical theories, there is a constant 
triadic relation—the “vertical” relation of the believing and 
acting self to God, and the “horizontal” relation of the self to 
other selves—a relation in which God is, so to speak, the 
“middle term.” How and why the neighbor is loved depends 
on how and why God is loved. Thus, in Jesius’ summary of 
the law, the Second Commandment, to love the neighbor, is 
described as like or part of the First. 

Some versions of the Christian ethic stress the vertical line, 
it would seem, almost to the exclusion of the horizontal, as 
with medieval mysticism (Chap. 6). Other versions, such as 
the movement within Protestantism known as the Social Gos¬ 
pel (Chap. 15), seem so preoccupied with the horizontal re¬ 
lationships that they lose sight of the vertical or else treat the 
triad so as to make God only a means to the surpassing end 
of social reform. Yet even in these divergent Christian view¬ 
points the triadic relationship is not wholly upset, and in a 
certain sense both parts of the great commandment are held 
normative. 
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CHRISTIAN ETHICS 
The Sources of the Many 


If the right love of God and man, after the great command¬ 
ment, is the one theme integral to all types of Christian ethics, 
what accounts for its manyness? Why should there be such 
a wide range of particular answers to the meaning of the 
Christian life, whereby perennially the ethical formulations of 
one generation come in time to seem partial or distorted 
to those of a later generation, who then take on themselves 
the task of stating in a new way what the Christian life is? 

There is neither space nor need here to go into the numer¬ 
ous explanations for the variations on the main theme of 
Christian ethics. There are, as a matter of fact, several cogent 
ways of accounting for its manyness. Approacliing the prob¬ 
lem philosophically, it may be said that there are two major 
types of Christian ethics: tlje ethics of obligation and the 
ethics , of aspiration with subtypes under each head. The 
ethics of obligation or duty, the ethics of “the right,” starts 
with the question: What is required by the great law or law¬ 
giver? Different answers are then forthcoming, depending on 
which authority is taken to be final for the Christian as medi¬ 
ating the will of God: the Bible, the Holy Spirit, the con¬ 
science, the church. The ethics of aspiration, the ethics of 
“the good,” starts with the Aristotelian question: Wliat is the 
end-of-ends, to be hoped and striven for as the great and 
final goal? The subtypes under this heading vary with the 
notions of the Christian end: the vision of Cod, self-realiza¬ 
tion, the brotherhood of man on earth, and others. 

Again—to take a different point of view—the diversity in 
Christian ethics may be seen as the result of a dialectic proc¬ 
ess, of a tension between polar opposites, within which one 
type of Christian swings towards one side and another moves, 
by reaction, in the counter direction. Some forms of Chris¬ 
tian ethics, for instance, stress law and discipline, others 
“grace” and freedom. The triad discussed above affords an¬ 
other example: While one Christian, protesting the futility of 
extemahsm in works of charity, may look heavenward and 
claim the vision of God to be the essence of Christianity, an- 
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other will regard such “mysticism” as socially irresponsible 
and find for himself the meaning of the Christian life in the 
amehoration of the social conditions of his day. Thus emerge 
“God-ward” and “man-ward” types of Christian ethics, with 
intricate combinations of the two. 

A dialectic pattern may also be found in the various solu¬ 
tions to which Chri.stians have resorted in order to resolve the 
tension between the demands of God-in-Christ, on the one 
side, and the demands of “the world” or culture on the other. 
Proceeding from this more or less sociological viewpoint, one 
finds both ancient and contemporary examples of those un¬ 
compromising Christians whose fidelity to Christ requires 
them outright to renounce culture as anti-Christ. Others, 
however, try to resolve the tension by conforming Christ to 
their culture, that is, by cutting down his demands to the 
size of the best their secular civilization offers. Still other 
Christians find their an.swer in some median position, which 
will be in one fa.shion or another a double response, affirming 
responsibility both to Christ and culture.' 

The important thing to note about these explanations of 
the varieties of Christian ethics is that they all are of con¬ 
siderable help in the study of Christian thought in history, 
but no one of them turns out to be finally adequate by itself. 
No major Christian thinker fits quite neatly into the com¬ 
partment made for him, and the complexity of influences on 
any one makes categorizing hazardous. One must take these 
theories, then, only as rough and ready ways of seeing par¬ 
ticular contrasts, and more striking resemblances, among 
those whose common inheritance is stronger than their dif¬ 
ferences. 

^ For the explication of this typology, the student is referred to H. Rich¬ 
ard Niebuhr, Christ and Culture (New York: Harper & Bros., 1951), where 
five main types are delineated. This volume might be treated valuably as 
interpretive parallel reading for the material in this source book. 

Other major works interpreting the variety of historical types of Chris¬ 
tian ethics are the following: Ernst Troeltsch, The Social Teachings of the 
Christian Churches (New York: The Macmillan Co., 1931); Anders Nygren, 
Agape and Eros, a Study of the Christian Idea of Love (1 vol. ed.; Phila¬ 
delphia: The Westminster Press, 1953); and Kenneth Kirk, The Vision of 
God (London and New York: Longmans, Green & Co., 1932). 
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It is even more important to stress the danger of taking 
any one among the variety of ethical viewpoints as the Chris¬ 
tian way, to the exclusion of all others. It would be a mis¬ 
taken approach to the chapters in this hook to have decided 
ahead of time that the Roman or Lutheran or Baptist or 
Methodist distinction should constitute the only authorized 
version of the Christian Gospel. Tlie materials here all con¬ 
vey authentically Christian insights. They represent the re¬ 
sponsible reflections of Christians in a kmd of historical con¬ 
versation with each other, learning from each other even 
while protesting and correcting each other where they feel 
they must. Almost entirely, the great chapters of Christian 
ethical theory have been written in a confessional rather than 
a polemical mood. Tliat is, they are written with the disposi¬ 
tion of one who says, I have found this or this to be true of 
the Cluistian life, rather than as attempts to refute another’s 
claim. Thus they find something new in the old, even where 
they are not conscious of the fact that there is also some¬ 
thing old in the new. 

The procedure used in this volume is a historical one. Not 
that this is the most arresting or profound way of presenting 
Christian answers. But it represents the method which, it is 
hoped, may prove the most useful for the teacher and student. 
It must be stated clearly at the outset, however, that this 
book is in no wise intended as a history of Christian etliies, 
tracing the main currents that make up the complex stream of 
Christian thinking about the good life. It is presented rather 
as a group of representative viewpoints, by no means ex¬ 
haustive of all possible ones, taken out of the Christian past 
and addressed to the seeking Christian in the present. 

The historical arrangement jjf materials is not intended to 
convey the impression that these are “period pieces” of pos¬ 
sible antiquarian interest but quite remote from the urgent 
dilemmas of present decision. The living situation of the 
university student is, if nothing else, a situation where he is 
imder the necessity of making ethical choices. Whether they 
be choices about vocation, marriage, recreation, or political or 
economic matters, they always involve the hard options be- 
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tween right and wrong ways of dealing with the self and 
other persons. These foreground choices are made against a 
background of commitments, of which the student may be 
only dimly aware, about what is of supreme value and im¬ 
portance in the universe. These choices are always of a re¬ 
ligious sort, using the word “religious” here much more 
broadly than to mean “church.” This fact puts the seeking 
student, the “sober” man as Kierkegaard calls him, in essen- 
tiaUy the same position with others of the past who shared 
similar dilemmas. In other words, the awareness of being a 
moral seh makes the individual contemporaneous with those 
in the past who have wrestled with their problems and have 
come to their tentative conclusions. To be sure, there are 
certain peculiar circum.stances of each age and place in these 
chapters which are remote and dated, just as the situation of 
the imivcrsity student has its own uniqueness, which leads 
him to feel perhaps that no one has ever confronted this 
problem before. But if he will listen for the universal element 
within the transient and particular features of historical an¬ 
swers, he may discover not only that he is in straits that are 
perermial, but also that there may be wisdom and guidance 
for him in traditional answers. 



Chapter 1 


INTRODUCTION TO BIBLICAL 
ETHICS 

The Bible has always been and will doubtless remain the 
chief ^source book for the study of Cluistian ethics. For one 
thing, ij supplies the necessaiy' historieal introduction to the 
thought of the later theologians. Although it is difficult to un¬ 
derstand Clement, Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, and other 
Christian thinkers about the moral life without reference to the 
grand line of classical, that is, Greek and Roman, ethical 
theory, it is impossible to think their thoughts with them if 
their Biblical heritage is ignored. When the Protestant think¬ 
ers are under consideration the need for knowledge of Scrip¬ 
tures becomes even more important; to try to read Luther or 
Calvin intelligibly without knowledge of Paul, the Gospels, 
the Law, and the Prophets, is like trying to understand Lin¬ 
coln’s speeches without knowledge of the Declaration of In¬ 
dependence and the Constitution of the United States. Since 
Christian ethics, by and large, is the moral reflection which 
goes on in the Christian community it is at least as necessary, 
if one would participate in it, to understand it in its early and 
most creative periods as it is to know the early and creative 
beginnings of a national or cultural society if one would un¬ 
derstand its later development. 

The BijjJe is not, however, only the book of Christian be¬ 
ginnings.^ It is an authority for Christians in many and 

1 Since the present volume is devoted to Christian ethics the significance 
of the Old Testament for Jewish ethics need not be considered. It is as 
great, of course, as is the importance of both Testaments for Christians. 
See G. F. Moore, Judaism (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1932), 
I, 235 ff.; II, 79 flF. 
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unique ways. Its meaning for them may be compared with 
the meaning of a written constitution for a national com¬ 
munity, or of sacred writings such as the Zend-Avesta and the 
Koran for certain religious communities. But though its 
authority for them is like these, yet it is unique; its signifi¬ 
cance is intimately connected with the Christian experience 
and concept of revelation. The Bible is the book in which the 
story of the self-disclosure of God, his nature and will, to 
Israel and to the world, is recorded. However Christians 
enumerate and relate to each other the various authorities 
through which God makes himself and his will known to men, 
they always include among them—along with reason, nature, 
spiritual illumination, the church, and religious experience— 
the historical revelation and therewith the Bible as its record. 
Sometimes it is for them the direct and only vehicle of revela¬ 
tion, quite apart from nature, reason, and so on. Then they 
call it simply “Word of God.” Sometimes it is for them more 
the record of witnesses of divine revelation. Then it is a word 
of man about God, without which present revelation of God 
would be unintelligible and, indeed, unrecognized. One may 
think of it simply as the book of the great dialogue between 
man and God in which what God has said to men is recorded 
as well as their answers to him and his replies to their answers. 
From this point of view all later Christian life is but a con¬ 
tinuation of that dialogue in which reference must always be 
made to what has gone before in the conversation and in which 
every generation needs to begin not where its predecessors 
left off but where the Bible ends.“ 

The question has often been raised whether there is 
enough unity in the thought of the Scriptures on any sub¬ 
ject, including morality, to permit a summary statement of 
Bibhcal ideas. The, diversity in the Bible is indeed very 
great. Its sixty-six books contain elements from a history of 
more than fifteen himdred years. The human actions which 
become in it the subject of moral criticism range from the 
barbaric feuds of primitive clans and the despotic acts of 

^ Further light will be cast on this meaning of the Scriptures for Chris 
tians by the ensuing chapters. 
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Oriental monarchs to the aberrations of imperial Roman 
justice and of sophisticated Hellenistic philosophy. Great also 
is the variety of standards employed in criticizing or com¬ 
manding actions. In the Gospels, for instance, Jesus is quoted 
as setting into opposition what had been taught “to the men 
of old” with what he now requires. Then the law of venge¬ 
ance prevailed, “an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth,” but 
now the demand is, “Do not resist one who is evil.” In the 
Old Testament, also, sharp antitheses occur, as when the 
writers of the books of Ezra and Ruth judge the marriage of 
Jews to non-Jewish women in opposite fashions and with the 
use of differing principles.® There is variety in fundamental 
ethical attitudes. Tlie Book of Deuteronomy demands rig¬ 
orous and full obedience to all the laws; but the writer of 
Ecclesiastes is a gentle cynic who counsels men not to take 
anything too seriously: “Be not righteous overmuch, and do 
not make yourself overwise; why should you destroy your¬ 
self? Be not wicked overmuch, neither be a fool; why should 
you die before your time?” (Eccles. 7:16-17.) There are also 
profound differences in the scales of value that are employed 
at different times or by different men. Prosperity, health, and 
longevity are the highly prized rewards of virtue according to 
the First Psalm; fellowship with God is the one great good 
desired by the writer of the Seventy-third. 

Both uncritical worshippers of the Bible and equally un¬ 
critical detractors have made such uses of this variety that 
the impression of diversity in scriptural ethics has been exag¬ 
gerated. The former have attached absolute authority to 
some single commandment and so have come into conflict 
with persons who made some other injunction absolute; as 
when, for instance, certain groups of Ghristians, basing their 
position on Jesus’ statement about nonresistance, have been 
arrayed against those who accepted as fundamental Paul’s 
statement about obedience to the state (Matt. 5:39; Rom. 

'"^Ezra 9 and 10; cf. Neh. 1*3:23 flF.; cf. Ruth. All Biblical references 
and quotations hereinafter are to the Revised Standard Version (New York: 
Thomas Nelson & Sons, 1946, 1952) and used by the permission of the Divi¬ 
sion of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ 
in the United States of America. 
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13:1-7). The uncritical detractors of the Bible have attempted 
to show its unreliability or even its deceptiveness as a moral 
guide by pointing out such conflicts and by calling attention 
to the primitive character of certain ethical standards re¬ 
ported in the book. Yet the unity of Scriptures in moral teach¬ 
ing, as well as in other respects, is more impressive and effec¬ 
tive than its diversity. Understanding of that unity doubtless 
requires repeated and careful reading of these writings. It 
is at least as difficult to define once and for all exactly wherein 
that unity consists as it is to state in any final fashion what 
it is that gives imity to the democratic literature of America 
or to the philosophical writings of the Greeks, or, to take an 
example from another sphere, what it is that unifies the mani¬ 
fold artistic production of a Shakespeare, a Rembrandt, or a 
Beethoven. 

A good beginning toward attaining understanding of this 
unity, as well as of the diversity in unity, may be made by 
discovering first of all what some of the main ideas and 
themes of Biblical ethics are and then by tracing their de¬ 
velopment in a few great documents representative of various 
periods of Biblical history.^ 

The discovery of these ideas and themes is made relatively 
easy by the fact that in'the course of Hebrew-Jewish and 
Christian history, as portrayed in the Scriptmres, repeated 
efforts were made by leaders of thought and action to sum¬ 
marize the ethical teaching, they had inherited, appropriated, 
and sought to transmit. The early Christian church stated in 
one sentence what it had learned about man's duty from its 
Lord and from the prophets and law-givers who preceded 
him. That sentence read either, “Love your neighbor as your¬ 
self,” or “Walk in love as Christ loved us.”® Over and over 
again this is presented as the essence of right conduct. It is 

^The following writings are recommended for reading and study in 
connection with this chapttir: the Book of the Covenant, in Exod. 20:22- 
23:33; The Book of the Prophet Amos; the Sermon on the Mount in Matt. 
5-7; the Epistle of Paul to the Romans. 

5 Rom. 13:8, 10; Eph. 5:2, 25; Gal. 5:14; John 13:34; 15:12, 17; I John 
3:11 (see 2:7 ff.); 4:7, 11, 20, 21; II John 1:5, 6; Jas. 2:8. See also I Pet. 
1:22; Heb. 13:1. 
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called the royal law; in it the whole law is fulfilled; it is a new 
commandment, as coming from Jesus Christ, but it is an old 
commandment, too, as representing the essence of all the words 
of God spoken through the prophets. In stating the principle 
of right conduct in this fashion it is evident that the church 
was dependent on Jesus’ own .summarization of the “law and 
the prophets,” a summarization that the rabbis of Jesus’ time 
were probably also making. According to the story in Mark, 
Jesus was asked by a scribe, “Which commandment is the 
first of all?” He an.swered, “The first is, ‘Hear, O Israel, the 
Lord our God, the Lord is one: and vou shall love the Lord 
yolir God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and 
with all your mind, and with all your strength/ Tlie second 
is this, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself/ There is 
no other commandment greater than these.” In another ver¬ 
sion of the story he is recorded to have said, “On these two 
commandments depend all the law and the prophets,” while 
in a third account the summary is ascribed to a Jewish 
lawyer and commended by Jesus.® Tlie summary of ethical 
principles in the Gospels is closely related to earlier prophetic 
statements of the essence of God’s requirements and of hu¬ 
man duties. Mical/s formulation of this essence is best known 
and most widely used: “He has showed you, O man, what is 
good; and what docs the Lord require of you but to do justice, 
and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?”*^ 
Finally, the Ten Commandments have served throughout 
centuries of Biblical and post-Biblical history as such a sum¬ 
mary, whether or not they were first designed for this pur¬ 
pose. It is widely believed that they were all originally stated 
in terse manner, about as follows: 

I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the 
land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage. 

6 Mark 12:28-31; Matt. 22:35-40; Luke 10:25-27. Tlie first part of the 
double commandment is a quotation from Deut. 6:5, the second from Lev. 
19:18. 

Mic. 6:8. Similar epitomes of the law occur frequently in the prophets 
though they are not stated as summaries. One of tliese is to be found in 
Hos. 12:6: “So you, by the liclp of your God, return, hold fast to love and 
j’usticc, and wait continually for your God.” 



INTRODUCTION TO BIBLICAL ETHICS 


15 


I. You shall have no other gods before me. 

II. You .shall not make yourself a graven image. 

III. You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain. 

IV. Remember the Sabbath day. 

V. Honor your father and your mother. 

VI. You .shall not kill. 

VII. You shall not commit adultery. 

VIII. You shall not steal. 

IX. You shall not bear fa1.se witness again.st your neighbor. 

X. You shall not covet anything that is your neighbor’s.® 

Suggestive as are these summaries of Biblical ethics their 
significance does not appear until all the moral struggles in 
individuals and society of which they represent the outcome 
are taken into view and until all the detailed answers to spe¬ 
cial questions of “Why and How, When and Where” are 
considered. For in some respects Biblical ethics is less con¬ 
cerned with obedience to God and love of neighbor than with 
such questions as: “Who is this God who is to be obeyed? 
How can man obey him? Why be just? Who is my neighbor? 
What is love? What are murder, theft, and adultery?” Never¬ 
theless the great themes of Biblical ethics are set forth in 
these summaries. 

It is apparent from the last three of the summaries and it is 
implicit in the first that the initial and central reference of 
Biblical ethics is to God as the source of all moral require¬ 
ments and as the highest value. Biblical ethics begins with 
God and ends with him. In this it is distinguished from those 
types of ethical thought which begin with the requirements 
of human nature or define human happiness or perfection as 
the final goal. Such interests are not absent from Biblical 
ethics but they are not primary; hence they scarcely appear 
in the smnmaiy statements. 

Closely connected with this theme is the imperative tone 
of the ethics. All the summaries except Micah’s are stated 

® The Decalogue is reported in the Bible in complete form in two early 
documents, in Exod. 20;2-17 and Deut. 5:6-21. A comparison of these two 
editions is instructive especially in the case of the Fourth Commandment. 
Among many references to this summary attention may be called to the 
following: Matt. 19:16-19 and Rom. 13:8-10. 
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in sentences couched in the imperative mood, and Micah’s 
emphasis on requirements indicates that his summary forms 
no real exception. Human moral reflection, it is often pointed 
out, tends generally to follow one of two procedures: It 
either begins by defining the end of action and seeks to relate 
specific conduct to the ultimate end, or it begins with the 
effort to state the primary laws or requirements that must 
be obeyed. Aristotle’s ethics is a familiar example of the 
first type, Kant’s of the second. In so far as this distinction is 
valid there is no doubt that Biblical ethics belongs to the 
second type. It is more concerned with the question, "What 
is right?” than with the question, “What is man’s chief good?” 
It does not begin by setting ideals before men but by remind¬ 
ing them of their duties. 

Another characteristic of Biblical morality which becomes 
evident in the summaries is its concentration on those acts 
which affect the “neighbor” or the companion. The apostolic 
summary of the whole law in love of neighbor, the close con¬ 
nection between love of neighbor and love of God in Jesus’ 
summary, the prophetic demand for justice and mercy, and 
the concern of the Ten Commandments with conduct that 
affects the companion all underscore this point. Its signifi¬ 
cance appears further in the fact that none of these summaries 
indicates any interest in virtues apart from their place in 
one’s relation to other persons. There is no demand in any 
of them for truthfulness as such but only for truthfulness 
toward the neighbor; there is not even a demand for love as 
such. No action is considered right simply on account of its 
effects on the self. 

Finally, the close connection between attitudes and ac¬ 
tions toward God with attitudes and actions toward the 
neighbor is noteworthy in all the summaries save the first, 
and there it is taken for granted, as the setting in which the 
summary is stated amply indicates. The fuller development 
of these themes in some great Biblical documents may now 
be traced. 
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The Book of the Covenant 

Probably the oldest piece of Hebrew legislation preserved 
in Scriptures is the document recorded in Exodus 20:22- 
23:33, which is called the Book of the Covenant.® It is be¬ 
lieved to date from the lime of the early Hebrew monarchy, 
since it reflects the conditions of a relatively simple society, 
quite different from those which the great prophets of the 
eighth and seventh centuries b.c. assume. In content the 
document shows close relations to the Babylonian Code of 
Hammurabi on the one hand and, on the other, to the cus¬ 
tomary justice of Arab nomads. 

Two distinct, famihar types of imperatives are united in 
the “Book”: unconditional and conditional commandments. 
The former are direetly addressed to the second person with¬ 
out qualifications; the latter are introdueed by conditional 
clauses and represent directions to judges who need to make 
decisions about the moral conduct of their fellowmen. “You 
shall not make gods of silver to be with me” (Exod. 20:23); 
“You shall not afflict any widow or orphan” (Exod. 22:22); 
“You shall not follow a multitude to do evil” (Exod. 23:2); 
“You shall not oppress a stranger” (Exod. 23:9); these are 
commandments of the first type. “When a man strikes his 
.slave, male or female, with a rod and the slave dies under his 
hand, he shall be punished” (Exod. 21:20); “When an ox gores 
a man or a woman to death, the ox shall be.stoned” (Exod. 
21:28); these are directions of the's'econd sort. In accordance 
with the statement made in Exodus 24:3 that Moses “told 
the people all the words of the Lord and all the ordinances” 
these two types of laws are often designated as “The Words” 
and “Tlie Ordinances.” The two types have been so inter¬ 
woven that in some instances the distinction is not clear, but, 
by and large, the beginning and end of the Book of the 
Covenant consist of the “Words” while the central section 

®Exod. 34:10-26 duplicates part of Exod. 20:22-23:33 and is sometimes 
called “The Little Book of the Covenant.” The name Book of the Covenant 
is derived from the reference in Exod. 24:7. 
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cojDtains "Ordinances.” It is significant that the similarities 
of the Book of the Covenant to Babylonian law are found al¬ 
most exclusively in the “Ordinances” and that similarities, in 
content as well as in form between this code and prophetic 
utterances (as well as the Sermon on the Mount), are confined 
to the “Words.” It is in the latter that what is distinctive of 
ancient and later Israelite morality appears most clearly. 

Both sorts of laws are presented as divine declarations. 
They are the requirements of the one God of Israel, whose 
first demand is worship of and obedience to him alone. The 
whole setting of the ethics and the law is, in theological 
terms, “theocentric.” While other types of morality as¬ 
sume as their starting point loyalty of the self to itself or to 
society, this ethics begins with the assumption that those to 
whom it is addressed are bound to God and that God has 
bound himself to them. Moreover, tliis God who is the 
ground of man’s whole life is a personal God of complete in¬ 
tegrity. He is not the object of magic practices whereby his 
power may be gained for the pursuit of human ends, as is the 
case in many religions. He is thought of rather in terms of a 
personal, constant will. And he is one God. The people to 
whom the commands are addressed are not dealing, and are 
not to think of themselves as dealing, with many different 
supernatural beings, so that they need to consult different 
wills in different departments of life, or so that different rules 
apply in different situations. They do not live in many sepa¬ 
rated provinces but in everything they do they are in the 
presence of one and the same will. Religious practices, such 
as building altars and offering .sacrifices; economic actions, 
such as lending money and sowing and harvesting; political 
acts, such as administering justice, are all under the rule of 
the one Lord. The unity of life required here is distinguished 
from modem tendencies to discover different principles for 
the guidance of conduct in different spheres, as when art is 
carried on for art’s sake, when politics and religion are sepa¬ 
rated, and economic life is thought to be under a separate and 
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distinct set of demands.^" It is distinguished also from the 
unity of primitive tribal morality, where all parts of action 
flow into each other but in which it is necessary to know the 
desires and vagaries of special gods who preside over various 
areas of life. In so far as rational ethics, as contrasted with 
customary morahty, consists of an ordering of life in accord¬ 
ance with a single principle, the morality of the Book of the 
Covenant represents a strong movement toward rational 
ethics; though the rules and regulations which it brings 
together are derived from many sources, they are in 
process of being unified and criticized by being related to 
the one God with his consistent will and demand. How 
this movement toward rational coherence continues, an ex¬ 
amination of later documents will partly illustrate.” Atten¬ 
tion is also to be directed to the fact that the monotheism of 
the Book of the Covenant, like that of all other early docu¬ 
ments of the Hebrews, is practical rather than speculative. 
Its point is that the individual and the group addressed are 
required to worship and obey only the one God whose will 
is made known through the law. It is not concerned with the 
questions whether there is only one God above all the world, 
or whether other groups are right in worshipping other gods. 

The imperative nature of the ethics of the Book of the 
Covenant has been indicated above. It remains for us to 
attend briefly to its exposition of the other two themes of 
Biblical morality, the idea of the neighbor or companion and 
the interrelation of loyalty to God with loyalty to companion. 
The many references to social relations in the central part of 
the code are perhaps not particularly significant since legis¬ 
lation in all times and places must deal with such relations. 
It may be pointed out, however, that in comparison with the 
Code of Hammurabi, the Book of the Covenant shows a much 

See Walter Lippmann, Preface to Morals (New York: The Macmillan 
Co., 1929). 

On the process of rationalization in ethics as movement toward co¬ 
herence see A. N. Whitehead, Religion in the Making (New York: The 
Macmillan Co., 1926). 
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greater equalitarianism in dealing with the various members 
of society. There is no such distinction here between the 
rights of rich and poor freeman as there is in the former code, 
and, while slavery is an accepted institution, the Hebrew law 
shows considerably greater concern for the human rights of 
slaves. Tliey are not dealt with merely as chattels (cf. Exod. 
21:2-6,7-11,20-21,26-27,32). 

It is in the more definitely Hebraic elements of the book, 
however, in the “Words” or direct commandments, that the 
profoundest interest in the welfare of the neighbor comes to 
expression. Here it appears, for the most part, in the char¬ 
acteristic concern of God for the weak and the distressed- 
Foreigners, widows, orphans, the poor, and even animals in 
distress are to be the objects of a human care that is de¬ 
manded in the name of justice rather than recommended as 
an act of charity (Exod. 22:21, 22-24, 25-27; 23:4-5, 6, 9). 
The seventh day of rest is to be observed not for reasons of 
ritual but “that your ox and your ass may have rest, and the 
son of your bondmaid, and the alien, may be refre.shed (Exod. 
23:12). The Sabbatical year is to be kept in order that “the 
poor of your people may eat; and what they leave the wild 
beasts may eat.”^“ Though ancient ritual and even economic 
experiences may have influenced the original development 
of such Sabbatical observances, the Book of the Covenant, 
like much other Hebrew legislation and prophecy, seeks to 
direct the custom into humanitarian channels. These de¬ 
mands for justice are, on the whole, stated in simple impera¬ 
tives; yet two motives are invoked to encourage obedience to 
them. On the one hand the Israelites are reminded of their 
former estate as strangers or slaves in Egypt (Exod. 22:21; 
23:9); on the other hand God assures them that there is a 

12 Exod. 23:11. The same reason for observing the Sabbath is given in 
that version of the Ten Commandments which is recorded in Deut. 5:12-15; 
but elsewhere in Exod. 20:8-11; 31:15; 35:2, the day is dedicated to God 
rather than to the neighbor. The Deuteronomic Code sought to extend the 
humanitarian significance of the Sabbatical year and to make the custom 
effective under changed economic conditions (15:1-6), while in Leviticus 
a more ritual reason is given for its observance, though not to the exclusion 
of the humanitarian note. 
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justice in history and that oppression of orphans and widows 
will result in the destruction of the oppressors, in the widow¬ 
ing of their own wives, and the orphaning of their own chil¬ 
dren (Exod. 22:23-24). (This note, here merely indicated, 
prophetic etliics develops fully.) 

Finally, the intricate interrelation of the service of God 
and the service of the neighbor, which is expressed in all the 
summaries quoted above, is quite explicit in the Book of the 
Covenant. Not all ritual commandments have a social refer¬ 
ence, to be sure, though this is true of the Sabbath com¬ 
mandment. Some of the “Words” deal with religious ritual 
only, with the building of altars, the offering of sacrifices, and 
the keeping of religious feasts. But it is one and the same 
God who demands sacrifices, rites, and social justice; the 
holiness he demands is equally expressed in the observance 
of religious taboos and in concern for the neighbor. Ritual 
and justice in the courts. Sabbath observance, and economic 
practices are all parts of one common life in a community 
consisting of man, his neighbors, and the Deity, bound to¬ 
gether in mutual duties and obligations; God rules over it 
with concern for every action and for every person. 

The Pbophet Amos 

It seems a far cry from the Book of the Covenant to the 
prophecies of Amos. The simple conditions of a primitive 
agricultural society that are presupposed in the former docu¬ 
ment have given way by the time of Amos to much more 
complex economic conditions. The people the prophet ad¬ 
dresses are not thinking about their oxen and harvests but 
about trade, speculation, and moneylending (Amos 8:4-6). 
Their religious practices are not centered around crude 
earthen altars but are concentrated in highly developed 
shrines with an established priesthood, elaborate ritual, and 
daily sacrifices (Amos 3:14; 4:4-5; 5:21-23; 7:10; 8:10). They 
possess private strongholds, summer houses, and winter 
houses (Amos 3:10-11,15). TTieir society seems l^gely urban 
with a marked division between a leisure class and uie poor 
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(Amos 6:4-6; 8:4-6). Moreover, this society is aware of for¬ 
eign nations not through the presence of a few “strangers” 
but because it is involved in the wars, alhances, invasions, 
and cultural exchanges of an international movement (Chaps. 
1 and 2). Whether one or two centuries have passed since the 
legislation of the Book of the Covenant, the culture and the 
customs of the people have changed radically.** 

The remarkable figure of Ainps was not a product of this 
society, for as his description of himself indicates (Amos 7:14- 
15; cf. 1:1), he was a simple .shepherd from the village of Te- 
koa. Yet he cannot be understood as a product of nomad 
culture and a conservative defender of the old ways and cus¬ 
toms. In outlook and interests this first, and perhaps greatest, 
representative of that prophetic movement which introduced 
one of the great revolutions in human history is like the 
princely Isaiah, the priestly Hosea, and Jeremiah. Two insep¬ 
arably connected convictions dominate his prophecy: the 
conviction about God and the conviction about the supreme 
importance of justice. 

As in the Book of the Covenant, though with an intensity 
and a breadth not there evident, Amos’ ethics begins with 
consideration of God’s nature and activity.’* Man must de¬ 
cide what to do not by reference to his ideals or hopes but by 
reference to the requirements and the activity of the sover¬ 
eign God. Just as the naturalist in ethics maintains that 
human life must be adjusted to the laws of nature first of all, 
or as the historical determinist requires men to conform their 
actions to the movement of history, so this divine determinist 
begins with “what is” rather than with “what ought to be” 
and derives his “ought” from his convictions about reality. 

The essential point for Amos as for all the prophets is that 
God nilcs and that he is one, universal and intensely active. 
He is one, that is to say, is constant, unwavering, reliable; his 

Tlie prophecies of Amos date from the days of Uzziah, king of Judah, 
and Jeroboam, king of Israel, i.c., from the middle of the eighth century B.c. 

For purposes of study the Book of Amos may be divided into three 
sections; I. The Oracle Against the Nations, chaps. 1 and 2; 11. The Oracles 
Against Samaria, chaps. 3-6; III. The Visions, chaps. 7-9. The last section 
contains a historical interlude, chap. 7:10-17. * 
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demands are not subject to change; he has no favorites. 
Tliough he is the God of Israel, yet he does not favor Israel 
above other nations (Amos 2:6; 3:1-2; 7:7 f.; 9:7). He cannot 
be bribed by sacrifices and worship (Amos 5:21-24). “Tlie 
way of the Lord is etjual”; this fundamental conviction lies 
back of Amos’ method in attempting to persuade Israel that 
its conduct will lead to disaster unless it reforms. He gains 
the atteution of his audience by pronouncing judgment on 
the, crimes of neighboring nations, a judgment to which his 
hearers doubtless gladly assent. Thereupon he turns upon 
the Isiaclites, requiring them to judge themselves by the 
same standard that they use in judging others. Tins pro¬ 
phetic method, followed by Nathan in his encounter with 
David (11 Sam. 11:1-12:15) and by Paul in the letter to the 
Romans (Rom. 1:18-2:25), is solidly based on the conviction 
of the unity, the sleadfuslne.ss, and the irtcomiptibility of the 
Ruler of heaven and earth. Tlie principle has a significance 
for the moral life of men comparable to the significance of 
the principle of the uniformity and constancy of nature for 
their scientific activities. 

In Arnos’ thouglit the uniformity or unitv of God’s action 
is intimately connected with his universality. At an earlier 
stage, as perhaps in the Book of the Cox'cnant, the essential 
feature of divine unity had been e.xpressed in the narrower 
terms of Israelite life: Only one God rules over Israel and he 
is constant in his dealings with all Israelites; he has one and 
the same standard for all. Now in the prophetic literature, 
perhaps first of all in Amos, it is recognized that all the na¬ 
tions, all history, all creation are subject to one law and rule. 
God’s rule is present in whatever happens, whether men 
think it good or evil. “Does evil befall a city, unless the Lord 
has done it?” (Amos 3:6.) His rule extends over nature (Amos 
4:6 fiF.), so that famine, drought, blight, and eclipse (Amos 
8:9) are instniments he uses for his purposes. He is the Cre¬ 
ator of the mountains, winds and rain, of the stars and the 
earth (Amos 4:13; 5:8; 9:5-6). This understanding that the 
God whose will is to be obeyed is the Creator and Ruler of 
nature is developed more extensively by Isaiah and by the 
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authors of Genesis 1 and Psalm 8. For Amos, however, as for 
the Biblical writers in general, the emphasis falls more on 
God s rule over social than over natural events. Not only the 
emigration of Israel from Egypt but also the migrations of 
other nations are under his guidance (Amos 9:7). The ca¬ 
tastrophes of history in invasions and wars arc seen as divine 
judgments (Chaps. 1 and 2). This God is not a static constitu¬ 
tion of the universe with which man must reckon in every¬ 
thing he does but an infinitely active deity, the executor of 
his laws. And he is wholly inescapable. In the ninth chapter 
Amos sounds the note that Psabn 139 develops: 

Whither shall I go from thy Spirit? 

Or whither shall I flee from thy presence? 

Iff ascend to heaven, thou art there! 

If I make my bed in Sheol, thou art there! 

(Ps. 139:7-8.) 

The ethical significance of this conception of God does not 
appear in Amos in the formulation of laws which men are 
required to keep. Like Micah in his great summary Amos 
assumes that man has been “shown what is good” and that 
he knows what the requirements are. Man’s moral problem 
is not due to his ignorance of the right. It lies rather in his 
rebellion against the known requirements of God. It is not 
so much a purely moral problem about the good and the right 
as a problem of existence. The consequenc'e of his rebellion 
and of his abuse of his knowledge of right and wrong is de¬ 
struction and death, just as, conversely, seeking good and 
living belong together. The human problem, then, is the 
problem of salvation from .sin and death. It is in this negative 
form, as a diagnosis of disease, rather than in the positive 
form of injunctions to perform specified right conduct, that 
the ethics of Amos is developed. 

Two kinds of evil in particular call forth, according to 
Amos, the judgments of God in nature and in social history: 
injustice and oppression. Injustice appears in bribe-taking, 
in failing to give the poor the same treatment in courts that is 
accorded to the favored, in using false weights and measures 
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—in short, in all perversion of the principle of equitable treat¬ 
ment, which is the basis of any social life. Amos says little 
about the content of the social laws of Israel, nor are any of 
the other prophets much concerned with them. But like the 
others he is very certain that equal justice must prevail in 
economic as in political life if the nation is to live and that 
all the subterfuges by which men twist their laws to derive 
special benefits for themselves, for their class or their nation, 
lead, under the rule of God, to disaster and death. The justice 
that is demanded is “straightness”; it is “swearing to one’s 
hurt and changing not”; it is using the same measure in sell¬ 
ing that one uses in buying, judging oneself by the same 
standard that one uses in judging others; it is the rational 
ordering of all life by one standard rather than shifting about 
in the pursuit of desire after desire. The unity of God and the 
necessity of such justice are as inseparably connected for 
Amos and for the Biblical writers in general as the unity of 
nature and the necessity for disinterestedness in inquiry are 
connected for scientific inquiry. Justice, in this aspect, is 
moral “ disin terestednes.s.” To except oneself from the rule is 
rebellion?'* 

Rebellion against the rule of God appears also in oppres¬ 
sion, which is the evident counterpart of inequity. The trans¬ 
gressions which are inviting disaster on Israel are, according 
to Amos, not only malpractices in the courts and in the mar¬ 
ket place, but the deeds of the apparently strong in taking 
advantage of the weak. They “sell the needy for a pair of 
shoes,” “trample the head of tire poor into the dust of the 
earth, and turn aside the way of the afflicted”; they “trample 
upon the poor and take from him exactions of wheat”; they 
enjoy their luxuries and are unconcerned about the miseries 
of the people. All this lack of concern for the neighbors is for 
Amos not simply a defect in charity but a crying injustice 
that is bound imder God’s rule to end in catastrophe. There 
are also other manifestations of rebellion against the rule of 
God, such as sexual immorality and drunkenness, but injus- 

Tlie Hebrew word translated by "traasgression” in Amos 1 and 2 also 
means “rebellion.” 
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tice and oppression are the primary ones that Amos regards 
as tlie source of impending doom. 

Finally, attention must be called to an important feature 
of the prophetic understanding of the relation of obedience 
to God to justice. The prophetic understanding of life has no 
room in it for the distinction often made in modem times be¬ 
tween religion and ethics. It distinguishes between God and 
man, Jiot betw'cen religion and ethics, for the God of the 
prophets is not a being with whom men are concerned only 
so far as they are religious. Since he is Ruler of nature and 
histoiy' they are as close to him—or perhaps closer—in politics 
and economics as they are in worship. Amos, like Isaiah and 
Jercmiali, reserves his bitterest denunciation for those who 
seek to make up by means of religious rites the defects of 
their obedience in political and economic relations. Thus 
God .speaks through Amos to the worshippers at Bethel and 
Gilgal with biting irony (Amos 4:4-5) ami declares, “I hate, 
I despise your feasts, and 1 take no delight in your solemn 
assemblies. Even though you offer me vour burnt offerings 
and cereal offerings, I will not accept them, and the pt^ace 
offerings of your fatted beasts I will not look upon. Take 
away from me the noise of your songs; to the melody of your 
harps I will not listen. But let justice roll dowm like w'aters, 
and rightcou.sness like an ever-flowing stream” (Amos 5:21- 
24). It is somewhat erroneous, therefore, to interpret the 
ethics of Amos, or prophetic ethics in general, as ethics based 
on religion. He is as much concerned with the reform of re- 
hgion as with the reform of ethics. All life, all action takes 
place in the presence of the one God, is under his nde and 
judgment. God is not an idea in men’s minds but the reality 
that confronts and challenges them in every moment, every 
place, in all nature and idl history. 

Fbom Amos to the New Testament 

Eight centuries of highly complex history lie between 
Amos’ prophecy and Jesu.s’ Sermon on the Mount. During 
that period the political history of the people to whom both 
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were addressed included such decisive events as subjugation 
by the Assyrian and Babylonian empires, the exile, recon¬ 
struction under Persian rule, the Maccabean revolt against 
the Seleucids, a brief period of independence, and the imposi¬ 
tion of that Roman rule which forms the political backgi'ound 
of the New Testament. Internally, the history of the people 
was marked by the transfonnation of a political society or 
state, intent on self-determination, into a religious com¬ 
munity, a church, which found the reason for its continued 
existence in its mission of obedience to the one God, who 
was increasingly recognized to be not only the God of Israel 
but the Greator of heaven and earth and the Lord of all his¬ 
tory. Among the most important developments which took 
place in the ethical and religious thought of I.srael during 
these eight hundred vears four may be mentioned:\he turn 
from a more social to a more individualized view of life, the 
wrestle with the problem of divine justice, the deepening of 
eoin ictions about the reign of evil in the world, and the de¬ 
velopment of law. 

Early law and prophecy among the Hebrews took for 
granted the social solidarity of the people. Tlie nation as a 
whole was righteous or sinful; its life and death were what 
mattered; its unified loyalty to God was the important thing. 
Beginning with the prophets Jeremiah and Ezekiel, and 
under the influence of extenial events, the direct significance 
of the individual person’s conduct and destiny came more 
prominently into view. Tlie older thought had emphasized 
the unity of the generations as in the statement that the 
L()rd was a jealous God, “visiting the iniquity of the fathers 
upon the children to the third and the fourth generation of 
those who hate me, but showing .steadfast love to thousands 
of those who love me and keep my commandments” (Exod. 
20:5-6; 34:7; Dent. 5:9-10). But Ezekiel expressed the princi¬ 
ple of personal responsibility: “The soul that sins shall die. 
The son shall not suffer for the iniquity of the father, nor 
the father suffer for the iniquity of the son; the righteousness 
of the righteous shall be upon himself, and the wickedness 
of the wicked .shall be upon himself” (Ezek. 18:20). In many 
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Psalms this turn toward the value of the person and toward 
concern for the responsibility of the individual was given 
poetic expression. A profoundly personal and inward reli¬ 
gious life developed among the Jews (see Pss. 1, 15, 19, 22, 
23, 27, etc.). Concern for the individual’s fate also appeared 
in the doctrine of the resurrection of the dead which is taken 
for granted in the New Testament as the teaching of the or¬ 
thodox Pharisees but which had scarcely been mentioned in 
Old Testament teaching. However, the concentration on the 
value and destiny of the individual never became so promi¬ 
nent that the value and destiny of society were left out of 
account. 

Among all the stmggles of the Jews their wrestling with 
the problem of divine justice is most moving and significant. 
The high points in this struggle are marked by such writings 
as the prophecies of Jeremiah and Second Isaiah, the Book 
of Job, Psalms Twenty-two, Forty-two, and Seventy-three. 
It comes to its final issue in the pages of the New Testament. 
The ba sis of all Bibl ic al thoug ht and conduct is the conviction 
that GoJ rules arid that he is just. This conviction was ac¬ 
companied in the beginning by a second one, namely that 
justice consists in giving reward commen.surate with good 
deeds and inflicting punishment commensurate with trans- 
cession. But experience did not wholly bear out this hy¬ 
pothesis about divine justice. It agreed with many of the 
facts but not with all. Hence the great questions arose: 
d o the wi cked prosper? (Jer. 12:1-4; Ps. 73:1-14; Ps. 94; Hab. 
1:2-4, 13). Wl^ do the innocent suffer? (Job 1-3, 29-31; Jer. 
15:15-18). Is there any equality between the transgressions of 
Israel and its sufferings? (Isa. 40:2, 27; 49:4,14). Is God just 
who requires so much of man who is so weak? (Job 9). Are 
victorious nations more righteous than their victims? (Isa. 
10:5-19). It is in the struggle with such questions that the 
heart of Biblical rehgion and ethics is revealed. The answers 
which were given by the later prophets and the poets of Lsrael 
develop these main ideas: the ways of God are great and sub¬ 
lime, beyond man’s present comprehension (Job 38:1-42:6; 
Isa. 55:8-9); faith in God’s justice is sustained amid trials by 
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the hope of its ultimate triumph and manifestation (Ps. 73:16- 
22; Isa. 40, 41); suffering cannot be interpreted as direct di¬ 
vine punishment of rebellion but is to be understood as part 
of the process by which souls are trained and tested (Deut. 
8:2-5; Ps. 118:18; Prov. 3:11-12) and as the vicarious pain 
that the innocent suffer for the guilty (Isa. .52:13-53:12). But 
amidst all this questioning and these tentative answers the 
fundamental faith in the unity, universality, and justice of 
God was stated with ever greater power. What is even more 
significant is that God was understood ever more as acting 
in ways of mercy and forgiveness rather than of simple com¬ 
pensatory justice, for the undeserved blessings of sinners were 
seen as more abundant than the unmerited sufferings of the 
good. 

This last development is connected with the growth and 
deepening of a sense of the radical evil present in the world 
and in human nature. Despite his vision of Israel’s corruption 
Amos called for reform with some hope that the nation would 
turn to God, seek good, and live. A little later Isaiah under¬ 
stood that the moral and civic corruption of the people was 
so great that only a remnant could be saved. As the world 
view of the prophets widened they saw all nations as subject 
to the rule of God and yet all of them involved in injustice 
and oppression, that is, in rebellion against him. As psy¬ 
chological insight deepened it became apparent that moral 
evil was deeply rooted in the soul of man and not confined to 
external conduct. In the period just before Jesus Christ this 
crtoviction about the widespread and radical character of 
moral evil was expressed in the thought that not only human 
beings in their societies but superhuman forces snared in 
the rebellion against God and that history was being ruled 
by sinister powers. The author of the Letter to the Ephesians 
expressed an idea that had been prevalent long before his 
time when he wrote: “We are not contending against flesh 
and blood, but against the principalities, against the powers, 
against the world rulers of this present darkness, against the 
spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places” (Eph. 
6:12). Associated with this vision of the power of evil, the 
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old prophetic certainty of the actuality of God s reign came 
to expression in apocah^ptic books that propliesied the revela¬ 
tion of his power, the defeat of wickedness, and the establish¬ 
ment of his kingdom. In highly symbolic and even mytho¬ 
logical fonns the prophets" view of Israel’s history as one of 
rebellion, chastisement, and redemption was universalized 
and intensified. If evil was seen as more universal and more 
powerful than it had been for an Amos, then the power of 
God was also underslood as greater and more mysterious and 
his design for the redeemed as more sublime and inclusive 
than earlier generations had thought.’^' 

Finallv, attention must be called to the development of the 
idea of the law of God and to the statement of that law in 
detailed fashion. The idea that God rules through the pro¬ 
nouncement of laws antedates, of course, even the Book of 
the Covenant. Most of the prophets had been less interested 
ill this point than in the fact that God acts in histoiy in ac¬ 
cordance with his principles of justice, that is, more as execu¬ 
tor of the laws than as legislator. Their work, however, had 
been accompanied by that of the law^givers, and some of the 
later prophets, notably Ezekiel, were deeply interested in 
legal reform. The Deuteronomic Code (Deut. 12:1-26:15), 
developed on the basis of earlier legislation, was promulgated 
partly under the influence of the prophetic movement late 
in the seventh century b.c. Later the Holiness Code (mostly 
in Lev. 17-26) w^as developed and, finally, when the Jewish 
coinmunity w^as reconstructed under the leadership of Ezra 
and Nehemiah early in the fourth century, the so-called 
Priestly Code, which absorbed the earlier laws, w’^as formu¬ 
lated.^" In these successive formulations of the law the hu¬ 
manitarian element found in the Covenant Code was not lost; 
it w^as even developed and extended, but the ritual regula¬ 
tions which fonned a small part of that early book were 
prominently developed so that the importance of such actions 

See especially the Book of Daniel and, in the Apocrypha, II Esdras. 

This Code is lo he found for the most part in the present books of 
Leviticus and Numbers. See J. M. P. Smith, Origin and History of Hebrew 
Law (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1931), chap. vi. 



INTRODUCTION TO BIBLICAL ETHICS 


31 


as bringing sacrifices, tithing, abstaining from "unclean” food, 
and observing the festivals was greatly emphasized. Tin’s was 
in marked contrast to the early ])rophctic attitude toward 
ritual acts. The development of the law was connected with 
the rise of legalism in the attitude of the people, that is, with 
concern for keeping all tlie details of the wTitten code, wdth 
concentration on exlernal observance, anti with tlie tendency 
to emphasize what Cod had dont* in the past in giving his 
law rather than his present action. This legalism had its good 
side, as such Psalms as One and One Hundred Nineteen show. 
Its morally dubious aspects were brought to light by Jesus 
and his disciples. 


The Sehmon on riiE Mount 

The Sermon on the Mount, as reported in Matthew 5-7, 
represents in the briefest fonn available the essence of the 
ethical teaching of Jesus. It was probably designed by the 
writer of the First Gospel to be an incisive epitome of Clirist's 
commandments to his di.sciplcs, for a comparison of the con¬ 
tent of these three chapters with con-esponding sections in 
the Gospel of Luke (especially 6:20-49) shows that it is a CK)!- 
lection of Jesus’ sayings uttered at various times and designed 
to be a guide to conduct, a kind of new law for Christians.’* 

The ethics of the Serm on, like that of the “Words” in the 
Book of the Covenant, is stated in direct i inperatives. There 
are no “ordinances” introduced by conditional clauses, for 
this morality is not concerned with the question how to judge 
the conduct of other men but only with what is required of 

For a brief history of the origin of the Sermon on the Mount, see 
Martin Dibeliiis, The Sermon on the Mount (New York: Charles Scribners 
Sons, 1940), chaps, ii and iii; see also Hans Windisch, The Meaning of the 
Sermon on the Mount (Philadelpliia: The Westminster Press, 1951). 

While tlie sayings have been so grouped that it is difficult to discover 
a formal outline of the Sennon, certain bodies of material may be distin¬ 
guished such as: The Beatitudes, 5:3-12; The New Law, 5:17-6:18; On 
Single-Mindedness, 6:19-24; On Anxiety, 6:25-34; On Judgment, 7:1-5; and 
the Conclusion, 7:21-27. Some individual sayings included in the collec¬ 
tion, such as the Golden Rule, sound like proverbs and are not particularly 
characteristic of Jesus* teaching. 
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the active self. For the most part the imperatives are stated 
as simple demands without much reference to consequences. 
Such interpretations as that the enemy is to be loved in order 
that he mav be made a friend, or that evil is not to be resisted 
in order that peace may be gained among men, are not sup¬ 
ported by the Sermon itself Even the interpretation that 
these sayings show men how they may achieve perfection or 
complete self-realization has little basis, for perfeetion itself 
is spoken of as something that is demanded, not as something 
men desire and for the sake of which they are to perform 
the x'arious commanded actions. It is significant, also, that 
the imperatives of the Sermon on the Mount are stated as 
issuing from Jesus himself, rather than as words of God, the 
form in which similar imperatives were stated by lawgivers 
and prophets in the Old Testament. The formula, “You have 
heard that it was said to the men of old, . . . but I say to 
you,” is characteristic of the Christian conviction that the 
authority of Jesus Christ is not wholly derived from a source 
other than himself. 

Though this ethics is slated in terms of direct command¬ 
ments it does not prescribe what men ought to do without 
reference to their actual situation. These apparently arbi¬ 
trary commandments are the rational corollaries of a pro¬ 
nounced and definite conviction about the character of the 
human situation. Tlie conviction may be briefly stated: God 
rules and his rule will soon become manifest. What Christ 
commands is what it is reasonable for men to do in a world 
in which God rules and in which the apparent rebelhon 
against his rule is bound to come to an early end. Tire ac¬ 
tuality of God’s present rule in heaven and over nature is 
expressly asserted in the teachings on anxiety and on love of 
the enemy. It is the “fittle faith” of men which makes con¬ 
duct other than obedience to that rule seem rational. Their 
“little faith” appears in their suspicion that the ultimate gov¬ 
ernment of the world is indifferent to them and their needs, 
in their doubt that there is any reality beyond that which is 
now visible, in their consequent concern with tangible values. 
Nothing is said in the Sermon about the time when the rule, 
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now discernible in nature, will be made evident in human 
afFairs. It is taken for granted that it will become evident in 
crises such as the concluding parable indicates, but whether 
crisis occurs in individual life or in social history does not 
seem important; whether the pure in heart shall see God after 
their death or after some revolution in social history, whether 
those who hunger and thirst after justice will be satisfied 
when the kingdom of God will be manifest on earth or in a 
spiritual life beyond history is not the important matter. 
Jesus’ fundamental conviction is not that the rule of God and 
the justice of that nile will be made evident at some early 
or late future date and that therefore it is now real in the 
sense that it can be anticipated. It is, rather, that God now 
rules and that the actuality of his rule and its justice will 
therefore be made quite evident. He does not argue so much 
from the future to the present as from the present to the 
future. 

What gives the ethical teaching of Jesus its special char¬ 
acter is not simply the strength of the conviction that God’s 
rule will be made wholly manifest; it is even more his cer¬ 
tainty that the God who rules nature and history is holy love. 
God, indeed, is just; he judges every man by his own stand' 
ards: “With the judgment you pronounce you will be 
judged, and the measure you give will be the measure you 
get” (Matt. 7:2). He is just in that he makes up the unfair in¬ 
equalities between men, granting to the poor, the meek, the 
hungry, the mourners what they have lacked (Matt. 5:3-11). 
His justice is the holy justice of one who demands complete, 
inner integrity (Matt. 5:17-6:6). But what the just God de¬ 
mands is what he gives before making any demands: love, 
mercy, forgiveness, kindness. He is the Father whose kind¬ 
ness appears in that indiscriminateness of nature which 
human de.spair regards as evidence of his nonexistence or of 
his injustice, for “he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the 
good, and sends rain on the just and on the tmjust” (Matt. 
5:45). Much more than human parents give good gifts to 
their children, he bestows his largess on those who turn to 
him (Matt. 7:7-11); on him men may depend for daily good. 



34 


CHRISTIAN ETHICS 


shelter, clothing, and the forgiveness of all their sins. This 
divine mercifulness is not for Jesus something added to God’s 
justice; it is the v’cry heart of the goodness with which God is 
good. This is what he is, mercy, and this is what he requires 
in the character of his children. Tlic man w’ho is merciless, 
unforgiving, and unloving is going against the grain of the 
universe, is trying to violate the inviolable law' of nature, 
society, history, of God. 

In the Sermon on the Mount, as in Jesus’ .summary of the 
law and in the documents previously studied, there are 
stressed the value of the human companion and the impor¬ 
tance in conduct of those actions which affect him. But some 
significant differences in the treatment of this subject are to 
be observed. In distinction from the Book of Amos and from 
most of the other prophets Jesus does not address the strong 
and influential in the community, demanding of them that 
they do justice to the poor; he directs his address to the lat- 
_^ter.“' Hence there are no such injunctions to turn from op- 
p.ression of the poor as w'e find in Amos. Tlie situation with 
which Jesus deals is not that of the soldier who compels the 
citizen to carry a burden for a mile but that of the oppressed 
citizen, not that of the men who arc “adding house to house 
and field to field” but that of men who are worried about the 
next day’s food supply. A second point, which is of great 
importance not only in this Sermon but throughout the Gos¬ 
pels and which is especially underscored by the parable of 
the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:29-37), is the conception of the 
neighbor. Jesus goes beyond prophetic teaching particularly 
in his answer to the question, “Who is my neighbor?” Here, 
in the Sermon on the Mount, the enemy is counted among 
those to whom men have an obligation under the rule of God. 
The neighbor is no longer the member of a closed society 

In Luke's version of the Sermon on the Mount lliis direct address to tlie 
disinherited is made explicit. In Matthew the emphasis falls on the spiritual 
qualities rather than on economic and political status. Luke further adds 
a series of “Woes” against the Pharisees. In any case, as tlie whole of the 
Gospels makes clear, Jesus was concerned in all his work primarily with 
rescuing the poor, tlie sick, and the outcast and only secondarily with 
the reform of oppressors. 
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whose citizens support each other by rendering mutual serv¬ 
ices, but any member of that community of which the uni¬ 
versal God is tlic head. A thir,d and highly important dif¬ 
ference lies in the emphasis which Jesus plaees on attitudes 
toward the neighbor. He discerns that the relations between 
men in the great community are matters not of obvious, ex¬ 
ternal beha^’ior but of psychological, internal attitudes. Not 
simply murder but anger, disrespect, and contempt are viola¬ 
tions of the common life; not simply adultery but lust injxires 
men’s relations with one another and with God; not onlv false 
witness against the neighbor but every lack of candor and 
honesty is a breach of the community. Finally, it is evident 
that what Jesus sees to be required in this community b)' 
the character of the God who rules over the whole of it is no 
simple, compensatory justice whereby men receive from one 
another what they have merited. Tlie action of man does not 
begin with the effort to merit a reward but with the reception 
of gifts from God through nature and fellow men. Though 
Jesus uses the common language of reward and punishment, 
it is clear that for him men live inlerpersonally by mercy and 
love. There is no suggestion in the Beatitudes that those who 
have the qualities praised there merit the rewards promised 
them. God gives to those who ask him and so man is to give 
to the beggar, without expectation of praise, and he is not to 
refuse the one who pleads for a loan. The image of the world 
economy that is in Jesus" mind is never that of the market 
place where men must pay for all they receive; it is that of the 
home where gifts are given before they are deserved and 
where the same spirit of graciousness is expected in the re¬ 
cipients. Hence both these things are true: “If you then, who 
arc evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how 
much more will your Father who is in heaven give good 
things to those who ask him?’" (Matt. 7:11); and “If you for¬ 
give men their trespasses, your heavenly Father also will for¬ 
give you; but if you do not forgive men their trespasses, 
neither will your Father forgive your trespasses” (Matt. 6:14). 

The intimate interconnections of man’s relations to God 
and his relations to his companion is the final aspect of the 
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Sermon on the Mount to which we must attend. There is no 
such dispraise of religious rites in Jesus’ statement as we 
found in Amos or Isaiah. But for him as for the prophets no 
sacrifice or religious rite can make good an interpersonal 
fault (Matt. 5:23-24) and what is demanded above all is sin¬ 
cerity in all man’s directly religious conduct (Matt. 6:5-6, 16- 
18). The merely social religious practices in which men en¬ 
gage for the sake of public approval have, as he sees, no 
other consequence than just such approval (Matt. 6:1-6). 
This does not mean that communion with God is for Jesus a 
private affair, for it is communion with the God who is also 
the Father of the neighbor; but it is not to be sought for its 
social or other incidental results. The ethics of Jesus is the 
ethics of a single C“ommunity, the community of which God, 
the Father, is author and ruler and in which relations to him 
are always of decisive importance. But these relations can 
never be severed from one’s relations to the neighbor. The 
obligations and benefits of life in this actual, not ideal, com¬ 
munity are the subjects of Jesus’ ethical teaching as presented 
in the Sermon on the Mount as well as elsewhere. 

Paul’s Letter to the Bomans 

Next to the Sermon on the Mount no other Biblical docu¬ 
ment has had greater influence on the ethical reflection of 
the Christian church than the letter to the Romans. It was 
written about a.d. 59 by that great genius Paul, the zealous 
Pharisee and rabbinical scholar who after persecuting the 
Christians became a convert and then, more than any other 
apostle, helped to change the new faith from a Jewish sect 
into a world faith. His rich and paradoxical thought was 
found difficult even in the early days,*” but it has also been 
the source of many important developments in later Christian 
reflection and action. A ugustine was d eeply influenced by it 

20 The author of the Second EpLstle of Peter wrote, “So also our beloved 
brother Paul wrote to you according to the wLsdom given him, .speaking of 
this as he does in all his letters. There are some things in them hard to 
understand, which the ignorant and unstable twist to their own destruction, 
as they do the other scriptures.” 11 Pet. 3:15-16. 
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and through Augu stin e the whole of Western Christendom. 
ThB“Refbrmers, especially Luther and Calvin, understood 
Christian faith in dominantly Pauline terms. 

Among all his writings the letter to the Romans is out¬ 
standing since it represents his ripest thought in most com¬ 
plete form. The difficulties that readers encounter in it are 
partly due to Pauls unfamiliar rabbinic habits of thought, 
partly to the fact that like his other writings it is a letter 
directed to a special group, alluding to circumstances with 
which the modem reader is not familiar. They are mostly 
due, however, to the profundity of Paul’s understanding of 
the human situation and the depth of his religious insight. 
Tlic letter to the Romans will remain obscure to those who 
ha\ c never thought deeply about God and the problem of 
human existence or have never faced and experienced the 
revolutionary meaning of the life and destiny of Jesus Christ. 

Though popular prejudice regards Romans as dealing with 
speculative theology rather than with practical and ethical 
questions, even a cursory reading of tlie letter shows the 
prevalence and depth of its ethical interests. , Its theme is 
"The Righteousness of God through Faith for Faith”; it 
opens, like Amos’ prophecies, with a moral indictment of 
Gentile culture, which is turned into an indictment of the 
people who pride themselves on the possession of the Law; 
its main argument ends with a series of moral imperatives 
and counsels; its central portion is concerned with the sig¬ 
nificance of Jesus Christ for man’s deliverance from the power 
and destructiveness of sin and death.^^ Tliere are to be 
found in it some of the most frequently quoted statements 
about the moral life of man and Chri.stian conduct: “I can 
will what is right, but I cannot do it; I do not do the good I 
want, but the evil I do not want is what I do”; “Anyone who 
does not have the Spirit of Christ does not belong to him”; 

21 For purposes of study the following may serve as a convenient outline 
of the contents of the Epistle; Introduction, 1:1-15; Statement of the 
theme, 1:16-17; I. The universal reign of sin, 1:18-3:20; II. The manifesta¬ 
tion of God's righteousness, 3:21-8:39; III. The problem of Israel and God's 
purpose in history, 9-11; IV. The ethics of the new life, 12-15:13; Conclu¬ 
sion 15:14-16:27. 
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“We know that in everjthing God works for good with those 
w'ho love him”; “Do not be conformed to this world but be 
transformed by the renewal of your mind”; “Repay no one 
evil for ev'il”; “Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil 
with good”; “Nothing is unclean in itself, but it is unclean for 
au)'one who thinks it unclean”; “WTiatevcr does not proceed 
from faith is sin.” 

The great themes which we have found characteristic of 
Biblical ethics are present in Paul, but they are developed 
against a background which has been less evident in the pre¬ 
viously studied documents than it is in this one. This back¬ 
ground becomes the starting point of a great deal of later 
Cdiristian ethical thought and practice. For Paul as for Micah 
the great moral problem is not one of knowledge but of will. 
He discerns, as others had before him, that the dilemma of 
the ethical man, w'ho knows the good but lacks the will to 
perform it, is not merely his personal problem but universal 
among men. It is the problem of the Pharisees, that class of 
rigorous Jewish moralists to which he had belonged and 
which Jesus had severely castigated because they practiced 
the virtues for the sake of public approval, bound hea\’y bur¬ 
dens on men’s backs by their detailed injunctions to right 
conduct in minor matters, and neglected the “weightier mat¬ 
ters of the law, justice and mercy and faith.” But it is not 
only the problem of the Jew; Paul notes that the disjunction 
between knowledge of the good and its performance is also 
the problem of the members of Hellenistic society, who know 
by reason what is right and wrong but practice eveiy vice. 
His point of departure is, therefore, the situation of mankind 
in revolt against the moral law that it acknowledges, of man 
in revolt against liimself. 

Paul sees the whole human world as subject to the reign of 
sin, which has become almost an independent power holding 
men in slavery. His argument is not that Adam sinned and 
that therefore all men receive a tainted inheritance but that 
the universal reign of sin can be seen and experienced by 
looking at the world as a whole and by looking within one’s 
self. Reference to the first man and his fall appear only in ex- 
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planation of this fact, not as the fact itself. Acceptance of the 
fact had certainly been present in Amos who spoke against 
the background of the sinfulness of other nations and of Is¬ 
rael’s own defection from its law. It was assumed by Jesus in 
many teachings, as when in the Sermon on the Mount he re¬ 
marks, “If you then, who arc evil, know how to give good 
gifts to your children, how much more will your Father who 
is in heaven give good things to those who ask him.” But 
Paul develops the theme, and his development makes explicit 
the difference between Christian ethics and the ethics of 
many other communities. The former docs not begin with 
the assumption that man is morally healthy and needs only 
knowledge in order to do the right thing. It begins rather 
with the understanding that man is morally ill and needs to 
be made well before lie can act as a nonnal human being 
should and would act. 

The Christian analysis of the human situation which is 
made very explicit in Romans is that man who is created as 
free citizen of the kingdom of God, or, better, as a child in the 
house of the Father, has fallen into slavery to a way of life 
and thought that nms contrary to his tnie nature and destiny 
and, above all, contrarv to the actual constitution of the moral 
universe in which he lives. The evidence for this slavery is 
to be found, according to Paul, not only in the j)revalcnce of 
that human conduct which is generally regarded as “un¬ 
natural”—injustice, crime, cnide self-assertion, wickedness- 
hut also in the ever-present antagonism, even in so-called 
good men, between their conscience and their desires (“the 
law in their mind and the law in their members”) and in the 
inabihty of moral imperatives to secure obedience. This un¬ 
derstanding of the universality and the inescapability of 
human slavery to the power of sin, of a bondage that extends 
into the innermost depths of the human soul, forms the back¬ 
ground of all Paul’s thought in Romans about the good life. 

It does not, of course, form the whole background, for the 
fundamental fact with which man is concerned in his moral 
life is not human slavery to sin but the reign of God. Sin as 
rebellion against God’s rule presupposes the actuality of that 
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rule; it is rebellion within the realm of God, not attack by an 
alien powder. Neither Paul nor any other theologian in the 
great line of Christian thinkers ever surrendered to a dualistic 
view, according to which the world is made up of two op¬ 
posed realms, the kingdom of light and the kingdom of dark¬ 
ness, and according to which some things, such as the mate¬ 
rial world or the bodv, are inhercntlv bad. Whatever evil 
powers arc at work in the world, God is the author and ruler 
of all. The ethical tliought of Paul rests on the double founda¬ 
tion of the convictions that God rules and that man is in- 
volvaid in a universal rebellion against that nile. 

The God w'ho rules is for Paul, as for the later prophets 
and Jesus, the Creator. He is the first and last reality; “from 
him and through him and to him are all things.” He is the 
just executor of all his laws who “will render to every man 
according to his wwks” and wdio “show's no partiality.” He is 
the God of Israel who made himself known to the fathers of 
that nation and chose it to be his people. He is the known 
but unacknowledged God of the heathen. But above all he 
is the Father of the Lord Jesus Christ, who has made himself 
know'n in a special w’ay in Christ. For Paul, as for the great 
central tradition in Christianity, God the Father and Jesus 
Christ are so intimately related that faith in the Father and 
faith in Christ become almost synonymous. The reign of God 
and the reign of Christ, the love of God and the love of Christ, 
the .spirit of God and the spirit of Christ are so closely asso¬ 
ciated that the problems of their distinction and their rela¬ 
tions have occupied students of Paul and of Christian 
theology over and over again. 

Wliat is most significant for Paul’s ethics in this connection 
is his conviction and experience that in and through Jesus 
Christ, not simply through his teachings but through his char¬ 
acter and fate, God has made himself known to men in such 
a way that a new relation to him is possible. More than that, 
the coming of Jesus Christ marks the beginning of a new era 
in human histoiy’, an era characterized by the presence of a 
new spirit, which is the spirit of sonship to God, of hopeful¬ 
ness and love. For Paul, as for the prophets, God is active 
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Deity, the doer of mighty deeds in history. But the one great 
deed of God, which makes all other events intelligible and 
which is the decisive turning point in the relation of men to 
God and to one another, is the coming of Jesus Christ, his life, 
death, and resurrection. “God shows his love for us in that 
while we were yet sinners Christ died for us” (Rom. 5:8). 
Through Jesus Christ the internal rebellion of men against 
God is overcome, in principle if not yet universally, and they 
can live as those who are reconciled to God and who are at 
home in the house of the Father. 

One consequence of this profound revolution in man’s at¬ 
titude toward God is, according to Paul, a change in his atti¬ 
tude toward the imperative moral laws. In a sense Paul’s 
whole thought on the law may be interpreted as a develop¬ 
ment of Jesus’ idea that a good tree brings forth good fruit 
and that no amount of external conduct can make men really 
good. In so far as the imperative moral law remains sometliing 
external to man, an affair of “You ought” and “You ought not,” 
it cannot make him good at the core; it cannot transform his 
motives. The imperative form of the law, not its content, is 
a I'elative thing which presupposes the presence in man of a 
desire contrary to the intention of the law. Moreover, the 
giving of injunctions to men is likely to arouse their self-will 
and so tempt them to transgress the law. Where there are 
imperatives, adults as well as children are tempted to see how 
close they can come to the edge of the forbidden. Again, im¬ 
perative law cannot produce that innate, imforced gracious¬ 
ness of conduct evident in Jesus Ghrist which is so much 
more attractive and so much more fruitful than self-conscious 
goodness. The imperative law increases among men their 
fear of death and their sen.se of guilt, and because of this fear 
and guilt their actions are still fiuther confused and directed 
into channels contrary to the spirit of the law. Law, sin, and 
death are all bound together for Paul. Because of sin there 
must be law; but law, increasing the sense of guilt and tempt¬ 
ing men to rebellion, not only fails to eradicate the roots of 
sin but even tends to increase transgressions. This criticism 
of imperative moral law is one of Paul’s great contributions 
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to moral thought, though he makes explicit here only what 
was present in Jesus' teaching and conduct and what a Jere¬ 
miah had sensed. 

Some of PaiiFs converts understood his criticism of the 
law to be so destructive of its claims that they felt under no 
obligation to obey the moral imperatives of society and con¬ 
science. It is evident that he countenanced no such destruc- 
tiN e attitude, but continued to regard the law as relatively 
good though inadequate to achieve the necessar}^ reorganiza¬ 
tion and renewal of human life (Rom. 7:7-25). His thought 
in this respect ma\* be compared to that of a social revolution- 
ar\ w"ho, profoundly critical of the property system in a so¬ 
ciety, \’et understands that so long as that system remains, the 
law against stealing must be fully enforced. Paul is concenicd 
with the moral re\'olution whereby human motives will be 
radically changed. He calls this revolution a “dying and ris¬ 
ing of tiic self,” for it involves a complete inner timisforrna- 
tion of the fundamental attitudes of men toward God, their 
world, themseh^es, and their neighbors. So long as the revo¬ 
lution is not complete there is for Paul alw^ivs a place for the 
imperativt* law with its penalties and rewards. This Ix'eomes 
evident not only from his express statem(*nts about the good¬ 
ness of the law but from his own use of imperativ es in ad¬ 
dressing those who have begun “the new life” but are not 
yet mature sons of God. 

PauFs ethics with its interest in the iiitenial transforma¬ 
tion of man remains an ethics of conceni for the neighbor: 
“Owe to no man anything except to love one another; for he 
who loves his neighbor has fulfilled the law.” Three points 
a re no teworthy in Paul's conception of the meauui^Df“*love 
of ncigi n>or”^iis undersTandi^ bT the internal, unforced, 
gracious character of true love; his practical application of 
the idea of the neighbor to all men; and his u nderstandin g of 
the interplay of social and individual factors in ethical life. 
His great hymn on love in 1 Corinthians 13 illustrates the first 
point more fully than any passage in Romans does, but the 
latter epistle abounds in statements which echo the eloquent 
strains of the fonner passage: 
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Love is patient and kind; love is not jealous or boastful; it is not arro¬ 
gant or rude. Love docs not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or 
resentful; it does not rejoice at wrong, but rejoiees in the right. Love 
bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. 

(I Cor. 13:4-7) 

So far as the extension of the neighlior concept is con¬ 
cerned, it is noteworthy that the letter to the Romans is in 
one sense Paul’s greatest defense of his life work as apostle to 
the “Gentiles” and his greatest statement of the truth he had 
leanied from Jesus Christ that as God is universal Father so 
the (iospel of his love must be brought home to all men. 
Wliat Paul emphasizes is not, however, the fact that because 
God is the Creator of all men therefore all are brothers but 
rather tliat since Christ died and rose again for all men he 
has made all of them neighbors both by showing their com¬ 
mon sinfulness and by calling all to newness of life. To the 
conception of the universality of the human neighborhood 
and liurnan brotherhood Paul gave classic expression in the 
statement in Galatians, “Tlierc is neither Jew nor Greek, 
there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor fe¬ 
male; for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28). Less 
completely this formula is found in Romans 10:12. A certain 
duality of meaning appears at this point, however. In one 
sense Paul’s ethics expresses the universality of human obli¬ 
gations and of human brotherhood; but in another it expresses 
the idea that a new society, the church, has been established. 
In this new society in which men acknowledge the one Lord, 
Jesus Christ, all men are brothers. The duality present here 
is connected again with Paul’s thought of a revolution in 
human affairs, for the church is the germ of the new. inclu¬ 
sive society which will eventually do away with all the na¬ 
tional, religious, and cultural distinctions that obtain among 
men. 

Paul’s understanding of the importance of both individual 
responsibility and social solidarity in the Christian life ap¬ 
pears in his reflections that we are members of one another 
and that every man is subject to his own conscience. The 
Christian life is one of social solidarity. In history the inter- 
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play of the Jewish and the Christian communities forms one 
process in which there is no place for boasting on the part of 
Christians (Rom. 9-12). In the Christian community each 
person performs his special function as though he were the 
organ of a body relying on the other organs to perfonn their 
proper functions, all for the welfare of the whole (Rom. 
12:3-8). It is c*ontrary to the spirit of Christ for men to attach 
greater value to one kind of common service than to another. 
But on the other hand, everv individual has a direct relation 
to the head of the body, that is, to Christ, and is to be mled 
not by his brothers but by his own Christian conscience (Rom. 
14). “Who are you to pass judgment on the servant of 
another? It is before his own master that he stands or falls.” 

How intimatel)' the relations of the individual to God and 
his relations to his neighbor are intertwined and dependent 
on each other is indicated both in this figure of the body and 
its members that Paul employs and in his analysis of sin and 
the moral law. The roots of man’s inhumanity to man and of 
all his wickedness are to be sought in his lack of confidence 
in God. It is man’s suspicion and fear and hopelessness in the 
world that are at the root of his moral transgressions. On the 
other hand, the basis of love of the neighbor is trust and con¬ 
fidence in God and the spirit of sonship to him. Conversely, 
true service of God on the part of the converted man is the 
presentation of his whole life as a living sacrifice to God, and 
this offering of life in gratitude and love expresses itself in 
humihty and mutual service among the neighbors (Rom. 12). 

The Christian ethics of Paul is the ethics of life in the 
community of which God-in-Christ or Christ-with-God is the 
ever-present and ever-active source of all good, the constant 
director and inspircr, and in which men are members of one 
another. It is a commtmity which is being reconstituted out 
of the rebellious nations and individuals which have lived in 
hopelessness, under the rule of law and death. It is the ethics 
of the commimity of the kingdom of God both as present fact 
and as promised reality, for it is the community of those who 
look back upon the great act of Jesus Christ in his declaration 
and demonstration of the reality of God’s rule and love and 
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who look forward to the time when all men shall acknowledge 
this kingdom and when righteousness and peace and joy in 
the Holy Spirit will prevail. 
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chapter 2 

ETHICS OF THE EARLY CHRISTIAN 
CHURCH 

In Western deieiOeratic eidinre of the twentie^tli cent\iry, 
Cliristian institiUiniis ha\ e so deeply penetrated common life, 
and become so respecta])le, that it is difficult to imagine an 
age when the Christian cliiircli was an nnxlm^rmmd minority 
mo\ ement notonl\ unrespeetablebnt despised andpersex‘iitcd. 

This new, odd religion in the Craeco-Koman world had as 
its devotees siinplc people, for the most part poor and illiter¬ 
ate, who were^ o n fire wMi a kindled alfeclion to a erneified 
and risen Lord who brought new life to mankind, a new way 
of salvation, a new cominandjncnt. At the outset tliev’ wore 
mostly Jews of Palestine. But as Paul and liis followers took 
Christianitv into Asia Minor, Greece, and Italy, it became 
increasingly a religion adopted In Gem tiles. Scattered at far 
distance from each other, with little chance of c()mTnimica- 
tion, little cell churches lived constantly under the suspecting 
ev e of the Roman state, which periodically tried to suppress 
them. Yet they were held together by a resolute and grateful 
confidence that (Jod had revealed himself to a dark and de¬ 
cadent world in the figure of one Jesus, who had been a 
teacher and healer of men, had died a criminars death, had 
been raised from the dead bv the hand of God, and would 
come again at the end of time to express God’s final purpo.se. 
The convietion that God had finally and fully spoken in this 
Christ, living, dying, and rising, meant that men heneeforth 
to be saved must preserve his memory, in allegiance to him, 
and in belief and deed fulfill the requirements he laid upon 
them. Such was the radical and “foolish” faith that precipi¬ 
tated a new community and a new ethic. 
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Apart fr amJSihiieal-materiaL discussed in tixe first chapter, 
we have relatively sparse record of the thought of the church 
of the first two centuries. IjMts early career the Christian 
movement was not interested in the development of a ra¬ 
tionally ordered statement of Christian principles nor were 
there many among its members who could have undertaken 
the work of writing such statements. Paul and the writer of 
the Fourth Gospel were men of great intellectual stature, but 
for the most part Christians, as Tcrtullian described them in 
the second century, were “uneducated persons, and artisans, 
and old women, who, if they are unable in words to prove the 
benefit of our doctrine, yet by their deeds e.xhibit the benefit 
arising from their persuasion of its truth.” Moreover, the 
Christian movement had not ye t come into direct contact 
with Greek philosophy. Thus, the literature remaining from 
thlTpcriod' TsHtlie simple manual used for instruction in the 
faith, passing comments on this sect by pagan writers, and 
incidental letters from church officials dealing with some 
practical problem in the church’s life. Yet, as one reads the 
lines and between the lines of this rather scanty material, one 
can catch a good deal of the spirit and actual content of the 
ethics itself. 


The Church and the World 

ear characteristic of the ethical spirit of the 
itsi^ommunal or “corporate” temper , Tlielan- 
^ ^ of' ^we ,” not “I.” Tlie individual Christian 

thought and acted with a strong sense of being a member of 
a new, self-conscious community and fellowship of believ'crs, 
over against “the world,” with a common memory, a common 
mission, and a common destiny. This identification of “I” 
and “we” is a characteristic feature of the Jewish tradition 
from which Christianity sprung. In the Old Testament one 
normally finds the Jew speaking for himself and for the house 
of Israel synonymously. This Hebraic habit of mind is deep¬ 
ened in the consciousness of Christians by their separateness 
from “the world” and by the world’s hostility to them. “The 
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world,” that is, the whole fabric of Graeco-Roman social, eco¬ 
nomic, political, and religious practices, was evil, under the 
domain of the devil. The Christians’ real citizenship was a 
heavenly one. They had to live in the world, certainly, rub¬ 
bing shoulders with the pagan soldier and merchant in the 
market place, but they m ust never be of the world, that is, 
accommodate to the practices of their secular neighbors. 
They must keep themselves “unspotted from the world.” 

The evil world headed up in the omnipresent and power¬ 
ful Roman state. The jgarly Christians were particularly in¬ 
sistent that those who would follow Christ must re main care ¬ 
fully sep arate fro m political activi ty. They refuse^ lQ.,take 
their quarrels to the public courts .,* to hold public office, to 
their dead in public ccm^crie^. to attend gladiatorial 
combats, to serve in the Roman army. Most important of all, 
they refused to suliscribe to emperor worship ., the moderate 
fonn of stale allegiance that was expected of every resident 
along with his adherence to whatever form of religion he es¬ 
poused. It seemed to good law-abiding folk in the empire 
that this was hardly more exacting than saluting the flag 
would seem to a twentieth-cenlurv' American. Thev could 
not fathom why the early Christians were adamant in refusal. 
For them it was idolatry, disloxaltv to the God and Father 
of their Lord Jesus Christ. Whether or not the Christian 
would off^er incense to Caesar was often used as the final te.st 
by which to judge his loyalty under persecution. He who 
refused under torture to perform this symbolic act was killed. 
In such straits many undoubtedly fell away from the faith, 
but many too were the martyrs, stubborn to the end, like 
Polycarp, the venerable bishop of Smjmia, who in the year 
155, threatened with death in the flames, was urged by the 
Proconsul, “Swear, and I will release thee; curse the Christ.” 
And Polycarp said, “Eighty and six years have I .served Him, 
and He hath done me no wrong; how then can I blaspheme 
my King who saved me?”^ ~ 

This is not to say that the Christians were anarchis ts intent 

1 Henry Bettenson (ecL), Documents of the Christian Church (London and 
New York: Oxford University Press, 1947), p. 15. 



ETHICS OF THE EARLY CHURCH 


49 


on undermining the government. While they refused partici¬ 
pation in the state’s life, especially at the points where pagan 
practices were a violation of their scruples, and while, in the 
first two centuries at least, they did not think of the Empire 
as good, on the other hand t hey fe lt themselves above the 
State, riot Against it. They were willing to submit to the state 
in many matters, to pay taxes, and to sulfer arrests and penal¬ 
ties during persecution/ They often protested their innocence 
of political sedition. There are some signs, indeed, of relative 
approval of the activities of the state, an approval which 
grows steadily along with the slackening of .separati.st rigor, 
down to the time of Constantine, when Christianity became 
first tolerated, then officially approved by the Empire. In g en- 
eral, however, the main attitude was mixed: passive s ubmis¬ 
sion t o the State where necessary , indifference -where possible, 
and nonviolen t resistan ce where the State made demands 
that would rampromise the Christian’s prime allegiance to 
Cod. 

What lay behind this high indifference to the world and all 
its external structures? In part, the answer is to be found in 
the authority of some of the "ot her-wor ldly” s aving s attrib¬ 
u ted to Te sus an d Paul, in part in the genuinely hcentious 
practices ot pagan life, in part in the plain fact of the social 
position of the Christians, who could hardly avoid thinking 
of the State as demonic when so frequently the only face the 
State presented to them was a hostile one. Jn larger part, 
however, the answer lies in the Christian’s underlying world¬ 
view of history in its plan of beginning and end. 

The Christian inherited from Judaism a conception of the 
^heifte of history radically different from the classical Greek 
theory, which was the cyclical view that history moves in 
eternal recurrence, around and around, with no beginning 
or end. 'The Hebrew-Christian view, on the other hand, con¬ 
ceived of history as the fulfillment of a divine plan, a single 
line moving from a point in time when God’s creation began, 
through the crisis or central point in time when God revealed 
himself in Christ, to the finis when God would ring the curtain 
down on history and end the present-world order in a mighty 
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act of judgment. In the literature of the time, it was uni¬ 
versally disbelieved that human histor}^ would stretch forever 
ahead in time; the final [udgment or the Day of Jehovah was 
sure, whether near or far. The Christian community felt that 
it lived in a cmcial meanwhile, or interim, between the time 
when God had come in the form of man, as the climax of 
histoiy, and the lime when Christ would come again (the 
Parousia), as tlie agent of God “to judge the living and the 
dead.” Thev looked back in gratitude and faith to the mighty 
act of God in the Incarnation and ahead in hope to the con¬ 
summation of the world order. 

This vivid eschatology of the early church, expressed in 
its first creeds, inevitaldv influenced Christian ethical 
thought. Just as in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 
mcirs ethical motivation has l)een sustained in great part by 
a unilinear and progressive tlieory of the scheme of history, 
ill these first centuries (Christian ethical thought and action 
were always carried on in tlie awareness of the cosmic power 
which had changed, was changing, and would change the 
world-order. The faitli that the Cluist had come and the 
hope that Christ would come again, closing the world order, 
account in part for tlie indifference of the Christian to the 
social structures of the world. Since the whole macliinery of 
life, economic, racial, political, and domestic, was soon to be 
swept away, why put one’s hope in them or struggle to 
change them? 


Tightening the Lines 

The fervor of expectation, tlif> and the 

freslmess of the memory of Christ were no^ sustained auto¬ 
matically. Even before the first and second generation of 
CliFftfians passed on, the spontaneous excitement of the 
Pentecostal church described in the Book of Acts began to 
wane. The very success of the church weakened its spirit. 
It began to prosper and draw into itself people who had no 
personal contact even with those who had known Jesus, who 
were still worldly and half-committed, “third-generation”^ 
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Christians. How to pre s erve the origin al genius which first 
sustained the movement? Within its own circle from the 
kart, there were inevitable fallings out, the bickerings and 
murmuririgs that badger all human institutions, this one, 
establLshed in the name of the humble and loving Christ, no 
less than any other. Then too the church wrestled with the 
problem of apostasy. What to do when .sprnc Christian had 
backslid from hi.s ardent loyalty during a persecution and 
then had applied in genuine of pretended repentance for re¬ 
admission after the cloud had passed? Should the church be 
rigorous in its standards of membership or lenient to the peni¬ 
tent and the halfliearted? Furthermore, how .should th e 
c hurch combat in Umann midst, th e co m promis es 

a nd laxi ty which were inev i tab le as the church made its way 
in a pagan culture, drawing into its fellowship those who still 
hankered after impious ways? Finally, there were many sin¬ 
cere souls who simply did not know the rales of the fraternity 
and who needed to be instructed in its ways. Just what were 
the qualities that marked the Christian life from the pagan? 

The urgency of these problems shows up in the lines of the 
second-century literature.* The church resolu tely sought p u¬ 
rity by emphasizing a shaip diialism between tfie way of the 
Ch ristian and t he way of the sinner, “the wa y of life and 
fhe way of death.” Just as Stoic philosophy, a hardy rival to 
the Christian, tried at the outset to set up a sharp distinction 
between the “wise” and the “foolish,” with no middle 
ground, so the Christian church, following a well-defined 
Jewish tradition, drew a firm line between those who were 
Christian and those who were not, between the good and the 
bad. This dualism had considerable significance for the de¬ 
velopment of subsequent Christian etliics into monasticism. 

There were other ways in which the church tried to pre¬ 
serve itself against contaminatioii: formulating t hcLjcanon-X^ 
Scripture gnt^Ptring up Ppisnnpal fflma nf ehiireli^yrQvem- 
ment. HuT perhaps the readiest way waS to try to codify the 
(Bir ikitin ^thie. For any group in danger of losing its' oKginal 
ethical inspiratioh-I'l egalism becomes the strategy for preser- 
vation ,^.This proves itself recurrently in the history of the 
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Christian church, when the followers of a reformer try to keep 
alive their acquired faith by setting forth specific require¬ 
ments, whose fulfillment will lead to the possession of the 
faith. The same tendency can be clearly seen in the second- 
century church. The use of catalogs of virtues and vices and 
“household codes” of duties emphasized a view of the good 
life as constituted bv obedience to a body of law. This was 
one of the very things that Jesus himself rebelled against in 
his protest against the misuse of the Law in Judaism. Cer¬ 
tainly this legalism had its dangers—in the stultifying of the 
free spirit as well as in extemalism in morality. But at the 
same time, even within its hardening lines, it served to insure 
the integrity of the Christian faith against loss by the fire of 
persecution and the flood of rival doctrines and practices. 

The Quauties of the Christian’s Lite 

In these writings of the early church, there are four ethical 
motifs that are fundamental, four habits of life that show forth 
in the man who would call himself a Christian. The first 
isffaith.) To believe in God, to trust him in all things, this 
virtue is the “mother” of all the virtues according to the 
Shepherd of Hermas, a second-century writer who lists it 
typically as the first of his commandments. Single-minded 
belief in the true God, the creator and judge of the universe, 
God the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, is the great inward 
virtue that marks oflF the Chri.stian. Thus, as with Biblical 
thought, morality and religion are never thought of as sep¬ 
arate, but always one. The contrary to faith—doubt, unbelief, 
or “double-mindedness”—is the cardinal sin, the root of all 
others, leading to apostasy, the accommodation to pagan gods 
and pagan ways. ■ 

The second, the frait of faith,..and the central moral com¬ 
mandment, is love, or agape. Modem misunderstandings of 
the word “love” have made it a very weak and anemic trans¬ 
lation of the Greek word agape, which meant for the early 
Christian a passionate, unself-centered, unqualified concern 
for the well-being of the neighbor, to be expressed in sacri- 
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ficial care and support. As here understood, love was not an 
emotional sentiment of liking, nor romantic attraction, seek¬ 
ing love in return, nor yet an intellectual attitude, but an 
inward turning of the will of the self in devotion to the 
neighbor, as the reflection of the love of God to man and in 
imitation of Christ’s love for his chosen disciples. 

As to the question w ho should be the proper recipient of 
t his love, whether it should apply to the circle of the Christian 
fellowship or to those outside the circle as well, th e answer 
seems to be mixed . On the one hand, as Jesus commanded 
the love of the enemy, there are instances where Christians 
prayed for their persecutors and drew no line of dLstinction 
in their acts of mercy. But on the other hand, most evidence 
favors the idea that the second-century Christians conceived 
of the command of love as the rule of life almost exclusivel y 
;, for the Christigj^onigjjmit^itSglf. The most striking quality 
of the Christian^wa^hek agape in the care of their own 
group, as seen in their assistance to the beref t, to o rpha ns and 
ol d people , in the care for pri sone rs and the sick and those 
condemned to the mines, and in their hospit^y and the 
shying of economic goods. “One in mind and soul, we do 
not hesitate to share our earthly goods with one another. All 
things are common among us but our wives,” wrote Tertullian 
in his Apology. “See how they love one another,” was the sur¬ 
prised and scornful comment of the pagan citizen, who saw 
only fanatic folly in the abandon with which Christians sacri¬ 
ficed for each other. The wealthy pagan Roman practiced 
charity too, but his did not arise out of any strong and per¬ 
sonal sense of community such as prompted Christian action. 
Pagan charity generally had the character of a paternalistic 
dole system, a philantluopy of those who loved themselves 
more than those who received their gifts. Christian charity 
was of a very different order, since it sprang from a congre¬ 
gational feeling of mutuality in love. At another point, too, 
Christian love as well as the inheritance of Jewish ethics led 
to a standard markedly different from the Roman one: the 
absolute prohibition of infanticide and abortion, the common 
Roman practice of taking the life of unwanted infants. 
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The Christian’s love for Christians no doubt tended toward 
exclusi\'eness and partitadarisni of a sort not unlike the ex¬ 
clusive lo^’es of a college fraternity man for his fraternity 
Irrothers. In this the uni\ crsahsm in the ethics of Jesus was 
in a measure neglected. But in defcn.se of this practice of the 
church, it should be said that onlv bv this intense particular¬ 
ism, this nanow fidelity to the interests of Christians, could 
the church strive for its separate integritv. Exclusiveness is 
almost inevitably the price one must pay for maintaining a 
vigorous and distinctire way of life in a hostile cnA’iron- 
ment. 

This tendenev is to be understood as part of a tension, per¬ 
sistent in the whole hi.stor\’ of C'hristian ethics, between the 
tendencies toward penetration of the world and p urity f rom 
the. world. The first-eentun' church, in the mood ol Paul s 
evangelical zeal, seemed to swing toward the first of these 
poles. The seeond-eenturj' ehmcti, in its heightened desire 
for separateness and uneontamination, seemed to swing 
toward tJie.^ccond. 

The(thir« moral qu ality of the Christian, the mark toward 
which all di-seiplcs should press, itself the fniit of arajae, is 
h umili ty or rneekness. The true Christian was to be know'n 
among his fellows and to the world as one who w hen .struck 
did not strike in return, who a\’oided slander and jealousy, 
w'ho imitated his Lord in serving his neighbor in preference 
to himself. Like all radical groups, the Christians had no 
little difficulty keeping peace in their own circles. Ever and 
again there would be minor church spats or major breaches 
in the ranks as excessive zealots -or die-hard conservatives or 
“false prophets” caused trouble. Many of the letters written 
to the early churches by Paul and later by the new bishops in 
Rome were addressed to this problem. The example of the 
meek and humble Christ was set before the quarreling of¬ 
fenders, and peace and order were urged as befitting the 
fellowship of his followers. The necessity of preserving the 
cohesion of the community was no doubt at work here. 

Thus obedient submission to the rulers of the church, 
peaceable relationships, and forbearance of differences were 
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the orders of the day. This particular moral stress had great 
significance, as we shall see, for the development of medieval 
Catholic ethics. 

The fourth ethical motif to be noted is that which extolled 
personal purity . Christians must walk a war)' way amid the 
temptations of a licentious pagan life, lest they profane the 
name of their God. The requirements of personal holiness 
in matters of sex practices, recreations and amusements, 
dress, and eating and drinking play a large part in the early 
church’s writings. Drunkenness, gluttony, adultery, sensti- 
ality, the brazen display of finery—these are stepping stones 
on the wav of death. There are several historical sources for 

j 

this emphasis. For one thing, the Je wi.sh tra dition, from 
which Christianitv consciously and unconsciously borrowed 
greatly, made much of the avoidance of fleshly sins. Many of 
its prohibitions and fasts were and still are measures against 
contamination by non-Jewi.sh worldliness. Second , there was 
much in the Gospe l material, in the remembered words of 
Jesus, which could be interpreted rightly or wrongly to imply 
a rejection of the pleasures of the flesh. 

Even more, a foreign influence can be detected here, 
faintly at first, but more clearly when, in the second and 
tliird centuries, the church was tr\ing to justify itself in a 
Hellenistic culture, namely, a dualism between niau’s “good” 
spirit and his “bad” flesh, characteristic of later Greek philoso¬ 
phy and Oriental mystery-religions in their understanding of 
man’s nature. 

There is beginning, then, a tendency toward moralism 
and ascedcism in Ghrislian ethics which, moderate in these 
first centune.s, takes on more rigor and exactness in later Ga- 
tholicism. There is more monalism in second-century writing 
than with Paul, who was primarily concenied with the in¬ 
ternal reconstruction of man through the action of faith. In 
this period whatever negative ascetic elements are present 
in the Ghristian ideal are incidental expressions of the positive 
ideal of faith in God, love of neighbor, humility of bearing, 
and purity of life. 

lliese four Ghristian virtues are the ways in which tlie 
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Christian believed that he might best fulfill the ultimate 
“form” of the good life: obedience to his Lord. The form of 
Christian life is more significant than the content. 

Unless sustained by a constant inward moral mood of fidel¬ 
ity to God in Christ, these virtues are of no avail. When prac¬ 
ticed out of obedience to God in Christ, they are the tnie 
fniits of the Spirit of God, who alone can redeem man’s life 
from destniction. Thus, the new life in Christ was presented 
as demand, as requirement, but also it was known as a gift of 
the Spirit, as a free and glad response to God for what he had 
done for men in Christ. 

Tlie selections that follow are difficult to date accurately. 
Questions as to authorship cannot be answered with any final 
certainty. The Didache, or Teaching of the Twelve Apostles 
(pp. 58-61), is from a manuscript discovered in Constantinople 
in 1873. It was first thought to belong to the last part of the 
first century, but subsequent scholarship has dated it at about 
the middle of the second century. The so-called First Epistle 
of Clement probably antedates the Didache, but since the 
Didache illustrates so vividly the quahty of a simple, un- 
philosophical manual of Christian morals, it is included here 
first. 

Its first six chapters, describing the “two ways,” are almost 
exactly paralleled in another Christian document, the Epistle 
of Barnabas, from the early second century. This suggests 
that the material of the “two ways” had currency among 
Christians not more than a generation or so after the death of 
Christ, about the time that Paul was writing his letters. At 
any rate, this unsophisticated handbook of moral rules, de¬ 
rived from Old Testament and New Testament quotations, 
undoubtedly represents the kind of instruction given to in¬ 
quiring members of the struggling new church. 

St. Clement of Rome, generally reputed to have been the 
third head of the church, from about a.d. 90 to 99, in suc¬ 
cession from St. Peter, was one of the early bishops held in 
high veneration in Christian antiquity. His Letter to the Co- 
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rinthians (pp. 61-68) is the only surely authentic example of 
his writing that remains. It reveals the mind of a devoted 
and able administrator, deeply versed in scriptural writing, 
Paul especially, trying to C'ontend with a disagreeable rift dis¬ 
turbing the distant church at Corinth. The Corinthian Chris¬ 
tians, as Paul discovered earlier, seem to have been a quarrel¬ 
some lot. In Clement’s time they had split themselves 
into divided camps, each contending for authority in the 
church. This was a scandal disturbing to all the other 
chmehes. 

Clement, as leader of the Roman chinch, which had 
quickly come to be regarded as the central authority, sent 
them a lengthy and passionate entreaty in the interests of re¬ 
storing unity. The whole purpose of the letter is a practical 
rather than theoretical one, but from his advice one may glean 
valuable insights into the epical standards maintained by the 
leaders of the church, of which the dispute of the Corinthians 
vra'ff such a flagrant violation. The plea, of course, is for unity, 
suBmission, order, humility, and love. But these are set 
within a theological faith and within a full description of the 
Christian life, with its requirement of radical agope, separa¬ 
tion from “the world” in personal purity, and the worship 
and imitation of God, who orders the world in peace and 
harmony. One may note also how Clement’s apocalyptic 
world view adds a sense of urgency and warning to his mes¬ 
sage. 

The most apt summary made by a contemporary of the 
quality of life of the Christian community is to be found in a 
curious anonymous letter addressed to one Diognetus (pp. 
68-69). It is Both a description and a eulogy, penned—possi- 
bly^ in the early second century, though any date is conjec¬ 
tural—by a ma n versed in Greek modes of thought and gifted 
with racommon verve of style. He speaks of the Christians 
as “diey,” rather than “we,” but it is quite apparent where his 
own persuasions lie. 



58 CHRISTIAN ETHICS 

SOURCES 

From 

The Didache on Teaching of the Twelve Aposti^S- 

TheWatj oj Life ^- 

There arc two wavs, one of life and one of death; and 
great is the difference between the two ways. 

This is the way of life; “First, yon shall love God who made 
you, secondly, )our neighbor as yourself; and whatever }'ou 
would not like done to you, do not do to another.” 

The teaching of these words is as follows: “Bless those who 
curse you, and pray for y-our enemies, and fast for those who 
persecute y^ou.” For what is the merit of loving those who 
love you? Do not even the pagans do this? But, “love those 
who hate vou,” and \'ou will not have an enemv. “Abstain 
from carnal desires.’ “If anyone strikes you on the right 
check, turn the other to him,” and you will be perfect. “If 
anyone force you to go one mile with him, go two.” “If any¬ 
one takes your cloak, give him also vour tunic.” If anyone 
takes what is yours, do not demand it back, for you ha\'e no 
power. 

Qiye-to-everyone who asks, and ask nothing in return; for 
the Father wishes that a .share of His ovsii gifts be given to 
all. Blessed is the man who gives according to the command¬ 
ment, for he is without blame. Woe to the man who takes. 
However, if the one who takes is in need, he is without blame. 
But should he not be in need, he shall give an account of the 
why and the wherefore of his taking it. And he will be put in 
prison and examined strictly about what he did, and “shall 
not go out from there until he has paid the last cent.” But in 
this matter the saying also holds; “Let your alms sweat in 
your hands until you loiow to whom you are giving.”® 

The second commandment of the Teaching is: You shall 

2 This and all subsequent sources in this chapter are from The Apostolic 
Fathers (The Fathers of the Church, ed. Ludwig Schopp, Vol. I [New York: 
Christian Heritage, Inc., 1947]). Copyright 1947 by Christian Heritage, 
Inc. Reprinted by permission. 

^ ‘'The Didadie or Teaching of the Twelve Apostlt‘S,"’ chap. i. 
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not commit murder. You shall not commit adultery. You shall 
not corrupt l>oys. You shall not commit fornication. You 
shall not steal. You shall not practice magic. You shall not 
practice sorcery. You shall not kill an unborn child or murder 
a newborn infant. And you shall not desire the goods of your 
neighbor. You shall not swear falsely or bear false witness; 
nor shall you slander, or bring up past injuries. You shall not 
be double-minded or double-tongued, for duplicity is the 
.snare of death. Let your speech not be false or vain, but car¬ 
ried out in action. You shall not be greedy or extortionate; 
nor shall you be a hypocrite, nor malicious, or proud. You 
shall not lake evil counsel against your neighbor. You shall 
not hate any man; but some you shall admonish, and pray for 
others, and still others you shall love more than your own life.'* 

The Love of Neighbor 

My son, flee frorn all wickedness and fronj everything like 
it. Do not become angry, for anger leads to nmrder. Do not 
become jealous, or quarrelsome, or imtable, for it leads to for¬ 
nication. And do not use obscene language, or let your eye 
wander, for from all these come adulteries. My child, do not 
be an observer of omens, for this leads to idolatr}'; or engage 
in witchcraft, astrology, or ritual ablutions. Do not even 
desire to see these things (or hear them), for from all these 
idolatry is bom. My child, do not be a liar, because a lie leads 
to theft; be not greedy of money or empty glory, for from 
all this come thefts. My child, do not be a grumbler, because 
it leads to blasphemy, do not be proud or malicious, for from 
all these arise blasphemies. 

But be meek, for “the meek shall inherit the land.” Be pa¬ 
tient, merciful, guileless, and mild and gentle, and in every 
regard “fearful of the words,” which you have heard. Do not 
exalt yourself or allow impudence in your soul. Your soul 
shall not cling to the proud, but associate with good and 
humble men. Accept the tr oubles that come to you as good, 
Imowing that nothing happens without Cod.^ 

^ Ihid.f chap. ii. 

5 Ibid., chap. v. 
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My child, day and night keep in memory him who speaks 
the word of God to you, and you shall honor him as the Lord, 
for the Lord is there wherever the doctrine of the Lord is 
preached. And every day look for the company of holy men, 
that you may find comfort in their conversation. Do not de¬ 
sire any schism, but make peace among those who fight. Judge 
justly, and do not show any favor to any one in correcting 
offences. Do not waver whether a thing shall be or not be. 

Do not hold your hands open for receiving and closed for 
giving. If you possess something by the labor of your hands, 
give it fpr. the redemption of your sins. Do not l>e reluctant in 
giving, or murmnr when you give, for you well know who He 
is who gives a good reward. Do not turn away from the 
needy, but share all with your brother and do not claim that 
it is your own. For, if ) ou are sharers in immortal things, how 
much more in mortal. 

Do not take your hand from your son or your daughter, 
but teach them the fear of God from their youth. Do not 
with bitterness command vour servant or maid, who trust 
in the same God, lest they should cease to fear God who is 
above both of you, for, without respect of persons, lie comes 
to call those whom the Spirit has prepared. And you who are 
sers'ants, be subject to vour masters, as being the representa¬ 
tive of God, with modesty and reverence. 

Yoii shall hate all hypocrisy and everything that displeases 
the Lord. Do not abandon the commandments of the Lord, 
but keep what you have received, without adding or sub¬ 
tracting. You shall confess your offences in church, and shall 
not come forw^ard to your prayer with a bad conscience. This 
is the way of life.® 


The Way of Death 

On the other hand, this is the way of death. First of all, 
it is evil and full of cursings, murders, adulteries, evil desires, 
fornications, thefts, idolatries, magical practices, sorceries, 
robberies, false witnessings, hypocrisies, double-mindedness, 

® Ihid.y chap. iv. 
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guile, pride, malice, arrogance, covetousness, filthy talk, envy, 
insolence, haughtiness, boastfulness [and lack of fear of God]. 
[Those who walk the way of death] persecute good people, 
hate the truth, love lies, do not acknowledge any reward of 
justice, do not follow goodness or just judgment, and are vigi¬ 
lant not for good but for evil, from whom meekness and pa¬ 
tience are far removed, who love vanities, pursuing gain, 
without pity for the poor and without care for those who are 
oppressed. Tliey do not acknowledge their Creator, they are 
murderers of children, corrupters of the image of God; they 
turn away from the needy, oppress the afflicted; they are 
flatterers of the rich, unjust judges of the poor, and are full 
of all sins. May you be saved, children, from all these.’ 

Beware lest anyone lead you astray from the way of the 
Teaching, since his teaching would be without God. If you 
are able to carry' the full yoke of the Lord, you will be perfect; 
but if you are not able, do whatever you can. With regard 
to food, abstain as much as you can, and from whatever has 
been offered to idols abstain completely, for this is to worship 
dead gods.* . ^ i 


From 1 i 

The Letter of St. Clement to the Corlntiiians '" 

'v- 

Humility in obedience . f * * r yy 

Let us, therefore, Ije^ hiimWe-minded, brothers, putting ' 
away all boasting and conceit and silliness and anger, and 
let us do what is written, for the Holy Spirit says: “Let not 
the wise man glory in his wisdom, nor let the strong man glory 
in his strength, nor the rich man in his riches, but let him 
that glories glory in the Lord, to seek Him and to do judg¬ 
ment and justice.” Especially should we remember the 
words which the Lord Jesus spoke, when He taught clemency 

7 Ihid., chap. v. 

* Ibid.y chap. vi. 
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and long suffering. For He spoke thus; “Be merciful, that you 
may obtain mercy. Forgive, that you may be forgiven. As 
you do, so shall it be done to you. As you give, so shall it be 
giv^en to you. As you judge, so .shall } Ou be judged. As you 
are kind, so shall you be treated kindly. With what measure 
you measure, with the same shall it be measured to you.” 
in this commandment and in this counsel let us strengthen 
ourselves to walk obedient to His holy words, being humble- 
minded, for the Holv Writ savs: “On whom shall 1 have re- 
gard except on the meek and gentle and him who trembles 
at My words.”® 

And so, brothers, it is right and holy for us to be obedient 
to God rather than to follow those who in arrogance and in¬ 
subordination are the leaders in al)ominable jealousy. For 
we shall suffer no ordinaiy^ harm, but run a very great ri.sk, 
if we rashly entrust ourselves to the designs of men who aim 
at strife and sedition, to ahenate us from what is right. Let 
us be kind to one another after the model of the compassion 
and sweetness of Him who made us.’® 

The humility and obedient submissiveness of so many men 
of such proven reputation have made us better—and not only 
us, but likewise our fathers before us and all who have re¬ 
ceived His words in fear and truth. Sharing, then, in their 
many great and glorious deeds, let us run toward the goal 
of peace which from the beginning has been handed down 
to us, let us look steadfastly toward the Father and Creator 
of the whole world, and hold fast to His magnificent and sur¬ 
passing gifts of peace and kindness to us. Let us look on His 
long-suffering purpose. Let us realize how peacefully He acts 
toward His whole creation.” 

The Concord of Creation 

The heavens move at His direction and are subject to Him 
in tranquility. Day and night complete the course assigned 

^ “The Letter of St. Clement to the Corinthians,” chap. xiii. 

Ibid.y chap. xiv. 

Ihid.y chap. xix. 
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by Him without hindering each other. Sun and moon and the 
choir of stars revolve in harmony according to His command 
in the orbits assigned to them, without swerving the slightest. 
The earth, flowering at His bidding in due seasons, brings 
forth abundant food for men and beasts and all the living 
beings on its surface, without reluctance and without alter¬ 
ing any of His arrangements. The unsearchable places of the 
bottomless pit and the indescribable regions of the lower 
world are subject to the same decrees. The mass of the 
boundless sea, gathered together in one place according to 
His plan, does not overrun the barriers appointed to it, but 
acts as He commanded it. For He said: “Thus far shalt thou 
come, and thy wave shall be broken within thee.” The ocean, 
impassable by men, and the worlds beyond it are regulated 
by the same decrees of the Lord. The seasons of spring, sum¬ 
mer, fall, and winter give way in turn, one to the other, in 
peace. The winds from the different quarters, each in its 
proper season, perform their service without hindrance. The 
ever-flowing springs, made for enjoyment and for health, un¬ 
failingly offer their breasts to sustain the life of man. The 
very smallest of the animals come together in harmony and 
in peace. The great Creator and Lord of the universe com¬ 
manded all these things to be at peace and in harmony; He 
does good to all, and more than super-abundantly to us who 
have found refuge in Ilis mercies through Our Lord ] esus Clirist. 
To whom be glorv’ and majesty forever and ever. Amen.’“ 

Be on your guard, brothers, lest His many benefits turn 
into a judgment upon all of us. This will be so if we do not, 
by performing in concord virtuous deeds pleasing to Him, 
live lives worthy of Him. For He says in one place: “Tlie 
Spirit of the Lord is a light, searching the inward parts.” 
Let us see how near He is, and that not one of our thoughts or 
the plans we make escapes Him. It is right, then, that we 
should not be deserters from His will. If we must offend, 
let it be foolish and senseless men who exalt themselves and 
boast in the arrogance of their reason, rather than God. Let 
us fear the Lord Jesus, whose blood was given for us; let us re- 

J* Ibid., chap. xx. 
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spect our leaders; let us honor the presbyters; let us teach the 
young in the school of the fear of God. Let us guide our 
women toward what is good. Let them reveal an exquisite 
disposition to purity, let them exhibit an unfaltering will to be 
meek. Let them show forth the control of their tongues by 
their silence. Let them show their affection, not with parti¬ 
ality but in holiness, equally to all who fear God. Let your 
children take part in the instruction which is in Christ, let 
them leam how powerful with God is humility, how strong 
is a pure love, how the fear of Him is beautiful and great 
and saves those who live in it in holiness with a pure mind. 
For He is a searcher of thoughts and desires; His breath is in 
us, and when He wills, He will take it away.’* 

The all-merciful and beneficent Father has compassion on 
them who fear Him, and with gentleness and kindness be¬ 
stows His favors on those who approach Him with a simple 
mind. So, let us not be double-minded, nor let our soul 
form false ideas about His extra-ordinary and glorious gifts. 
Let that Scripture, be far from us where He .says: “Mis¬ 
erable are the double-minded who doubt in their soul and 
say, ‘These things have we heard even in the days of our 
fathers, and behold, we are grown old, and none of these 
things has happened to us.’ O senseless men, compare your¬ 
selves to a tree. Take a vine: First it .sheds its leaves, then 
there comes a bud, then a leaf, then a flower, and after that 
the unripe grape, then the full bunch.” You see how in a 
little time the fruit of the tree reaches its ripeness. Truly His 
will shall be fulfilled swiftly and suddenly, as the Scripture 
testifies: “He shall come quickly and not delay; and the 
Lord shall come suddenly to his temple, the Holy One whom 
you expect.”^ 


The Works of Gratitude 

Since we are a portion of the Holy One, let us do all that 
belongs to holiness, fleeing from evil speech, and abominable 

IS Ihid., chap. xxi. 

Ibid., chap, xxiii. 
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and impure embraces, from drunkenness and from rioting, 
and detestable lusts, foul adultery, and detestable pride. 
“For God,” He says, “resisteth the proud but givcth grace to 
the Humble.” Let us then join with those to whom grace is 
given from God; let us put on concord in meekness of spirit 
and in self control, keeping ourselves far from all gossip and 
evil .speaking, being justified by works and not by words. For 
He says: “He that speaketh much shall also hear much; or 
does he that speaks fair think that he is just? Blessed is the 
man born of woman who has a short life. Be not full of 
words.” Let our praise be with God, and not from ourselv^es, 
for (iod hates those who praise themselves. Let the testimony 
of our good deeds be given by others, as it was given to our 
fathers, who were righteous. Boldness and arrogance and 
presumption belong to those who are cursed by God; gentle¬ 
ness and humility and meekness belong to those who are 
blessed by God.’® 

And, if anyone will examine fairly each example, h.e.will 
recognize the greatness of the gifts given by God. For from 
him [Jacob] come the priests and the Levites who minister at 
the altar of God; from him comes the Lord Jesus according to 
the flesh; from liim come the kings and rulers and leaders m 
the line of Judah. And the other tribes are in no slight honor, 
since, as God promised: “Thy .seed shall be as the stars of 
heaven.” They were all glorified and magnified not through 
themselves or their owm works or the good deeds which they 
did, but through His will. And we also, having been called 
through His will in Christ Jesus, are not justified by ourselves, 
or by our own wisdom or understanding or piety or the works 
we have done in holiness of heart, but through the faith by 
which the Almighty God has justified all men from the be¬ 
ginning; to whom be glory for all ages. Amen.’® 

What, then, shall we do, brothers? Shall we slacken from 
doing good and abandon charity? May the Lord never allow 
this to happen to us, but let us be diligent to accomplish every 
good work with earnestness and zeal. For the Creator and 

Ibid., chap. xxx. 

Ibid., chap, xxxii. 
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Lord of the universe Himself takes joy in His works. For 
in His overwhelming might He has set up the heavens, and 
by His unsearchable wisdom He has put them in order. He 
has separated the earth from the surrounding water and 
placed it on the solid foundation of His own will; and He 
has called into existence the animals that move in it by His 
own arrangement. Having prepared the sea and the living 
creatures that are in it. He enclosed them by His own pownr. 
Over all, with His holy and pure hands He formed man, the 
most excellent and greatest in intelligence, with the stamp of 
His own image. For God spoke thus: “Let us make man ac¬ 
cording to our image and likeness; and God made man, male 
and female lie made them.” Having finished all these things, 
he praised and blessed them and said: “Increase and multi¬ 
ply.” Let us consider that all the saints have been adorned 
with good works; and the Lord Himself, adorning Himself 
with good w'orks, rejoiced. Holding this pattern, then, let 
us follow' out His will without hesitation; let us do the w'Ork 
of justice with all our strength.’’ 

How' blessed and w'ondcrful are the gifts of God, beloved. 
Life in immortality, joyousness in justice, truth in confidence, 
faith in trustfulness, continence in holiness. And all these 
things fall within our understanding. And what shall we say 
of the things that are being prepared for those who persevere. 
Only the Creator and Father of the ages, the all-holy One, 
know's their greatness and beauty. Let us strive, therefore, 
to be found in the number of tliose who wait for Him, that 
we may share in the promised gifts. But how shall this be, 
beloved? If our mind be fixed by means of faith on God; if 
we perform what is proper to His faultless will and follow 
the path of truth, casting from us all injustice and wicked¬ 
ness, covetousness, strife, malice and deceit, gossiping and 
evil speaking, hatred of God, arrogance and boasting, vain¬ 
glory and inhospitality. For they who do these things are 
detestable to God, and “not only those who do them, but also 
those who consent to them.”’* 

Ibid., chap, xxiii. 

Ibid., chap. x.xxv. 
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Therefore, let our whole body be saved in Christ Jesus, and 
let each be subject to his neighbor, according to the position 
which grace bestowed on each. Let not the strong neglect 
the weak, and let the weak respect the strong. Let the rich 
man supply the wants of the poor, and let the poor man give 
thanks to God, l3(K‘ausc He has given him someone to supply 
his needs. Let the wise .show his wisdom not in words, but in 
good works. Let the humble-minded not testify to his own 
humility, but allow others to bear him witness. Let him who 
is pure in the flesh be so without boasting, knowing that it is 
Another who grants him this continence. Let us consider, 
brother, of what matter we were made; who and what we are 
who have come into the world; from what a tomb and what 
darkness our Maker and Creator brought us into the world 
and prepared His benefits for us before we were bom. We 
who have obtained all these things from Him ought to thank 
Him for all, to whom be glory forever and ever. Amen.'*’ 

Let him who had charity in Christ keep Christ’s com¬ 
mandments. Who can explain the bond of the charity of 
God? Who can express the splendor of its beauty? Tlie 
height to which charity lifts us is inexpressible. Charit)" unites 
us to God, “Charity covers a multitude of sins”; charity bears 
all things, is long-suffering in all things. There is nothing 
mean in charity, nothing arrogant. Charity knows no schism. 
Docs not rebel, docs all things in concord. In charity all the 
elect of God have been made perfect. Without charity noth¬ 
ing is pleasing to God. In charity the Lord received us; out 
of the charity which He had for us, Jesus Christ our Lord 
gave His blood for us by the will of God, and His fle.sh for 
our flesh, and His life for our lives.*® 

Brothers, we have witten to you sufiBciently concerning 
the things that befit our religion and are most helpful to the 
life of virtue for those who wish to direct their steps in piety 
and justice. For, in regard to faith and repentance and gen¬ 
uine charity and self-control and discretion and patience, we 
Tiav& treated every point. We have reminded you that you 

ibid., chap, xxxviii. 

20 Ibid., chap, xlix. 
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must please Almighty God with holiness in justice and truth 
and long-suflFering, in a life of concord. You should forget 
injuries in love and peace, and continue in gentleness, as our 
fathers aforementioned who, in their humility, were pleasing 
to God, the Father and Creator, and to all men. And we have 
reminded you of these things the more willingly because we 
knew well that we were writing to men who are faithful and 
well-reputed and had studied the words of Gods instruction.*' 


From '. 

V 

The Letteh to Diognetus , . *' 

Christians are not difiFerent from the rest of men in nation¬ 
ality, speech, or customs; they do not live in states of their 
own, nor do they use a special language, nor adopt a peculiar 
way of life. Their teaching is not tlie kind of thing that could 
be discovered by the wisdom or reflection of mere active- 
minded men; indeed, they are not outstanding in human 
learning as others are. Whether fortune has given them a 
home in a Greek or foreign city, they follow local custom in 
the matter of dress, food, and way of life; yet the character 
of the culture they reveal is marvelous and, it must be ad¬ 
mitted, unusual. Tliey live, each in his native land—but as 
though they were not really at home there. They share in 
all duties like citizens and suffer all hardships like strangers. 
Every foreign land is for them a fatherland and ever)' father- 
land a foreign land. They marry like the rest of men and 
beget ehildren, but they do not abandon the babies that are 
born. They share a common boai'd, but not a common bed. 
In the flesh as they are, they do not live according to the 
flesh. They dwell on earth, but they are citizens of heaven. 
They obey the laws that men make, but their lives are better 
t han th e laws. They love all men, but are perseeuted by all. 
They are unknown, and yet they are condemned. They are 
put to death, yet are more alive than ever. They are paupers, 
but they make many rich. They lack all things, and yet in all 

21 Ibid ., chap. Ixii. 
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things they abound. They are dishonored, yet glory in their 
dishonor. They are maligned, and yet are vindicated. They 
are reviled, and ) et they bless. They sulFer insult, yet they 
pay respect. They do good, yet are punished with the wicked, 
when they are punished, they rejoice, as though they were 
getting more of life. They are attacked by the Jews as Gen¬ 
tiles and are persecuted by the Greeks, yet those who hate 
them can give no reason for their hatred. 

In a word, what the soul is to the body Christians are to 
the world. The soul is distributed in every member of the 
liody, and Christians are scattered in every city in the world. 
The soul dwells in the body, and yet it is not of the body. So, 
Christians live in the world, but they are not of the world. 
The soul which is guarded in the visible body is not itself 
visible. And so, Christians who are in the world are known, 
but their \gq|‘ship remains unsee n. The flesh hates the soul 
and acts like an unjust aggressor, because it is forbidden to 
indulge in pleasures. The world hates Christians—not that 
they have done it wrong, but because they oppose its pleas¬ 
ures. The soul loves the body and its members in spite of the 
hatred. So Christians love those who hate them. The soul 
is locked up in the body, yet it holds the body together. And 
so Christians are held in the world as in a prison, yet it is they 
who hold tlie world together. The immortal soul dw'ells in a 
mortal tabeniacle. So Christians sojourn among perishable 
things, but their souls are .set on immortality in heaven. When 
the soul is ill-treated in the matter of food and drink, it is 
improved. So, when Christians are persecuted, their num¬ 
bers daily increase. Such is the assignment to which God has 
called them, and they have no right to shirk it. 


Further Readings 
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chapter 3 

CLEMENT OF ALEXANDRIA 

By the beginning of the third century, the Christian 
church had begun to make its impact fully felt in the Graeco- 
Roman world. It had now to be reckoned with as one of the 
powerful and permanent forces in the empire’s life. Its 
growth in numbers and influence had been enormous. The 
state could not check its advance either by persecution or 
gnidging toleration. Its relation to the world was not a one¬ 
way influence, howev'cr. As the church moved farther into 
the world, it was inevitable, as throughout Christian history, 
that the world would move into the church. The life of Chris¬ 
tians w'as influenced by the thought forms of pagan culture, 
as pagan culture was influenced by Christianity. Christians 
of the third century were in the main more eager than tliose 
of the second to come to terms with the culture in which they 
lived. Although they believed that these terms should be 
Christian, it was inevitable that cultural interaction would 
make the terms both Christian and pagan. There is no more 
clear example of this development than in Clement of Alex¬ 
andria (co. 150-220). 

In the third century, theJEgyjjyjjii.city of Alexandria was 
becoming the new Athens of the Roman world, the center of 
learning, culture, and wealth. In the autumn of the Roman 
empire’s power, this city was at its zenith of spiritual and in¬ 
tellectual vitality. With its famous library housing aU the 
lore of Greek and Roman philosophy, its proud tradition of 
philosophic achievement (Philo Judaeus, a century before 
Clement, had achieved there a highly influential synthesis of 
Hebrew and Hellenic thought), it was a busy place of trade 
in goods and ideas. The Christian church had made its way 
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steadily amid the various philosophies and religions in this 
cosmopolitan center. By Clement s time, it was sufficiently 
well e stablished to have a number of wealthy Alexandrians in 
its membersTiip and a “catechetical” school of considerable 
size, a sort of “denominational college by the side of a sec¬ 
ular imiversity,”^ where instruction was given in the Chris¬ 
tian faith as well as in hberal arts. In this academic and 
urbane environment, the proponents of Christiimity were 
faced with a relatively new task: that of justifying the Chris¬ 
tian belief on intellectual grounds to the sceptical or receptive 
Hellene who had been brought up in the tradition of Greek 
philosophy and was probably a subscriber to one or another 
of the pagan religions that floiurished in the city. 

Clement’s iNTEiXEcnrAL Task 

Clement was among the first of Christian thinkers who 
deliberately attempted to, bring togctlier the Christian reli¬ 
gion and Hellenic philosophy. In so far as the presuppositions 
of Western culture arc derived from these two sources, the 
significance of this first attempted synthesis is apparent. He 
was not the last nor the most successful in this effort. Figures 
of more classic proportions, notably Augustine and Thomas 
Aquinas, were to address themselves to the task in later cen¬ 
turies with greater success. 

It was an enormous and baffling task. Many of the presup¬ 
positions of the Christian faith were poles apart from those of 
Greek philosophy. The world view of the Christian—his in¬ 
terpretation of the nature of God and the universe, of the 
nature of man, his destiny and ideal good—differed from, 
and at some points was irreconcilable with, the first prin¬ 
ciples of Plato, Aristotle, Seneca, Marcus Aurelius, and their 
spiritual descendants. Here on the one hand was the Greek 
ideal of the good life. Amid its numerous forms and varia¬ 
tions—the Platonic pursuit of absolute values, the Aristotelian 
rational ethics of moderation, the Stoic principle of apathy, 

1 Charles Bigg, The Christian Plaionists of Alexandria (Oxford: The 
Clarendon Press, 1886), p. 42. 
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the Epicurean enjoyment of refined pleasures—there was a 
single moral temper that wan-ants the use of the term “Greek.” 
In the main, its ideal of the highest good was that of rational 
discipline, moderation, and self-restraint in a balanced and 
well-rounded life. The sprawling empire had become too 
vast and uncertain a unit to command a collective political 
loyalty in which the individual could lose himself. Hence 
there was a turn toward individualism, strongly marked in 
Stoicism and Epicureanism. The solitary man must find his 
own salvation through the valiant captaincy of his own soul, 
in a universe which at worst was hostile or indifferent to his 
fate and at best gave evidence of an impersonal natural law 
to which he must conform. In a stubborn and resolute forti¬ 
tude against despair, and through a deliberate unconcern 
about the external fortunes of his life, the rational man could 
achieve in this life a relative peace of mind. This was the 
way of salvation offered by the later Greek tradition. 

Set over against this ideal was the Hebrew-Christian pat¬ 
tern, with, its, theological orientation, its corporate spirit, its 
ethic oihgape.'as a_cpnipassionate concern for the neighbor, 
and its voluntaristic way of stressing m2jj^g,wffl as the main¬ 
spring of his nature. One can appreciate the difficulty of the 
task to which Clement addressed himself. Jlis assignment 
was further complicated by the doctrinal confusion that pre¬ 
vailed in Christian thought itself. The church was wrestling 
w;ith the problem of defining its central creeds. As might be 
expected in a religiously diverse culture, this brought about 
a great confusion of tongues. Novel and foreign elements 
were entering in, all claiming to be the true version of the 
Christian faith. One of the most appealing of these was 
Gnosticism, so popular in Clement’s time as to bid fair to 
become the normative version of Christianity. The Gnostic 
theory, as set forth by Valentinus and Basilides, comes out 
of many sources, Babylonian, Egyptian, Persian, as well as 
Hellenic. Its world view was sharply dualistic, distinguish¬ 
ing between the good spirit and the bad flesh of man, and be¬ 
tween the perfect realm of supernatural forces and the evil 
world. Salvation for man lay in escape from the world, not 
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through moral discipline, but through a mysterious kind of 
knowledge (gnosis) that was granted to some and denied to 
others. In its Christianized fonn this gnosis was achieved 
for man tlu-ough the activity of a saving God, Christ, a super¬ 
natural figure who bore no real relation, in the minds of 
Gnostics, to the Jesus of flesh and histoiy'. In time this sort 
of Gnosticism was ruled out of bounds by the church, but 
only after extended debate when clear thinking by men like 
Clement and others was necessary to expose the dangers of 
tliis heresy and its fundamental disparity with the spirit of 
orthodox Christianity, with its moral earnestness, its monistic 
world view, and its belief in an historical Jesus Christ, the 
Word made flesh. But the popularity of the Gnostic faith, 
even among Christians, is illustrated by the very fact, as will 
be seen in the selections below, that Clement uses the term 
“Gnostic” to describe the highest type of Christian man. 

For the task of expressing Christianity to a Hellenistic 
culture Clement was well equipped. Bom of pagan parents 
about the middle of the second century, possibly in Athens, 
he had received a thorough education in Greek and Hellenis¬ 
tic thought. In search of a satisfying philosophy of life, he 
seems to have sampled the studies at this and that “school,” 
until he came to Alexandria to study under one Pantaenus, 
a Christian convert from Stoicism, head of the Christian 
catechetical school and a persuasive teacher. Clement was 
converted to Christianity, elected a presbyter in the church, 
and in time succeeded his teacher as head of the school. A 
man of scholarly inclinations and bookish, he was something 
of a recluse. Once, during the persecution of Septimus 
Sevems in 202, he was forced to flee from Alexandria. He 
died about 220. From the voluminous pages of his writing 
one gets a mental picture of a gentle scholar, as thoroughly 
at home in Plato and the Greek poets as in Scripture, sweet- 
tempered and irenic, liberal in his desire to find worth in po¬ 
sitions opposite to his own, and a man of piety and devo¬ 
tion to the practice of prayer. 

Of his works left to posterity, one short treatise, “The Rich 
Man’s Salvation,” is of especial interest to students of Chris- 
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tian social ethics. It illustrates the problem of how to reckon 
with the original rigor of tlie Gospel command against wealth 
in an urbane and prosperous environment. Ilis longer and 
major works are three. The “Exhortation to the Heathen” is 
an attack on the sordid practices and intellectually shoddy 
beliefs of cuiTcnt pagan faiths and an invitation to the Chris¬ 
tian Gospel. The “Instructor,” a guide to Christian behavior, 
sets forth his theory of tlie role of Christ, as the Divine Word, 
sent by God to be the tutor for men and their guide out of the 
darkness of ignorance. In this work Clement elaborates in 
great detail the manners and mores appropriate to the Chris¬ 
tian. The “Stromata,” or “Miscellanies,” is an elaborate but 
quite imsystematic study of all the essentials of Cln'istian be¬ 
lief. One of its central points is that the Cliristian should not 
scorn philosophy but should make use of its discipline, since 
he can find in the best of Greek thought, especially Plato, 
foreshadowings and “broken lights” of the truth revealed in 
Clnist. “There is in philosophy ... a slender spark, capable 
of being fanned into flame, a trace of wisdom and an impulse 
from God.”' God gave philosophy to the Greeks, as he gave 
the Law to the Jews, to train them in righteousness and pre¬ 
pare them for the full truth. Clement’s case for philosophy 
is a deliberate deviation in the history of Christian thought 
from the suspicion of philosophy, “the wisdom of the wise,” 
which had characterized many earlier Christian apologists. 

The Two Levels of the Chmstian Life 

The ethical theory which Clement sets forth is a combina¬ 
tion of Hellenic and Christian moral principles. He pictures 
the ideal Christian life as a graduated discipline of jLwo stage s. 
The lower preliminary way is the life of plain and simple 
Taith, wherein the Christian follows the discipline of the 
church out of hope of reward fear of punisliment without 

S“The Stromata/' in FatJwTS of the Second Century (The Ante-Nicene 
Fathers, eds. Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson, V^ol. II [Amer. ed., 
ar. by A. Cleveland Coxe; BuflFalo: The Christian Literature Publishing Co., 
1885; New York: Charles Scribner s Sons, 1926]), p. 320. 




76 


CHRISTIAN ETHICS 


understanding tlie higher reasons for his actions. Here he is 
a good, docile, law-abiding believer. In a sense this is life 
under tlie Law, where the Christian carefully abstains from 
moral evils, and cultivates personal holiness. The higher way 
is the life which moves out of the negative discipline of the 
first stage to the higher plateau of the love and knowledge 
of God. This is the life of the true Gnostic. The Christian 
Gnostic no longer cultivates the virtues of the Christian life 
out of the ulterior motives of fear of pimishment or hope of 
reward, but out of the love of the Good, which is God, for its 
own sake. The discipline of philosophy is now put to its 
true use. The love and contemplation of God is the supreme 
mark for which the Gnostic strives. “Ignorance of God is 
death; but the knowledge and appropriation of Him, and 
love and likeness to Him, are the only life.”* Indeed, if the 
Christian had to choose between the love of God and his own 
personal salvation, he would choose the former, though for¬ 
tunately Clement does not feel tliat this is an actual either-or. 
The higher gnosis consists in God-l ikeness. Clement means 
by this two things in particular: kindness and beneficence to 
all men after the pattern of the One who sends his rain on 
the just and the unjust, and passionlessness. In accord with 
Greek theology, Clement conceived of God as omnipotent, 
self-sufficient, and “destitute of all desire.” Therefore the 
Godlike Christian will be freed from all passions and affec¬ 
tions; the master of all circumstances and fortunes, he will re¬ 
main serene and imperturbable amid the attractions of the 
world and the flesh. He will pass his days in quiet inward 
communion with God in prayer, in active out-going love to his 
fellows, Christian and non-Christian, and in the instruction 
of others in the beauties of the true way. 

This two-leveled picture of the Christian life might seem 
to be too spiritually aristocratic, like the Stoic theory which 
maintained its class distinction between the “wise” and the 
“foolish.” But note in Clement that simple faith is a stage 
on life’s way, a disciphne preliminary to reaching an ad¬ 
vanced level of the Christian life. “Faith is the first move- 
• Ibid., “The Rich Man’s Salvation," p. 593. 
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ment toward salvation; after which fear, hope, repentance, 
advancing in company with temperance and patience, lead 
us to love and knowledge.”^ He is realistic enough to recog¬ 
nize that few Christians will become true Gnostics. But he 
draws no predetermined line between those who would come 
to the highest fulfillment and those who traverse a lower way. 

The Greek and the Christian in Clement 

Even from the few source materials below, the student 
may readily discern the eclectic way in which Clement takes 
up both Hellenic and Christian strands in his thought. He 
is characteristically He llenic , first, in his tendency toward 
i ndiv i dualism. Though allegiance to the Christian church 
has a real place in his ideal for the Christian man, the corpo¬ 
rate sense in him is much more tenuous than in earlier Chris¬ 
tians. Clojie.nt thinks of the single self, searching for a way 
of salvation in solitariness. His interest is much more in the 
individual than in the community. With the Greeks, too, he is 
inclined in his understanding of human nature to think of 
reason as the distinguishing quality of man. The true Gnostic 
can exercise this capacity to apprehend truth to the point 
where he becomes in a sen.se divine. Man is a responsible 
agent in his own salvation. As the bearer of reason, be is free 
to make his mora l choices, choosing the life which leads to¬ 
ward gnosis or the death of ignorance. But s^ p is not a radi cal 
inherited conH^tion of man^ nature; it is “m issing the mark,” 
td"be ascribed fundamentally to an error of judgment rather 
than to a perversity of will. Glement has a high opinion o f 
human ca pabil ities, a trust in man’s inherent rationality and 
gdodTncTinations. Hence arise his appreciation of pliilosophy 
and his dislike of any religion that begins and ends in irra¬ 
tional credulity or in an affirmation of the depravity of man. 
Again, the moral principles of balance, moderation, and re¬ 
straint, which Clement steadily repeats, soimd much more 


^ Ibid,, ‘‘The Stromata,” p. 354. 
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like Aristotle and the Stoics than the Gospels. Clement has 
the philosopher’s disdain for excess. It is only in praise of the 
love of God that he almost lets go, but even here he is careful 
to give love a calm and intellectual cast. His proclivity for 
cax’eful proportion in all things is seen in his attitude toward 
worldly pleasures. He is no ascetic who disparages the body. 
The body is an instrument of worth, to be treated with re¬ 
spect, neither dissipated nor unduly curbed. The fact that 
“the soul of man is confessedly the better part of man, and 
the body the inferior,” is no reason to affirm that “the soul 
is good by nature, nor the body bad by nature.” Here is a 
criticism not only of the pagan Gnostics, but of those Chris¬ 
tian extremists who thought of their bodies as miserable car¬ 
casses to be punished in the cultivation of the spirit. No, 
says Clement. The wise Christian will treat his body and its 
pleasures with moderation, living simply, putting things of 
this world neither too high nor too low on his scale of values. 

Finalh', when Clement describes the Christian life as a pro¬ 
gression toward the goal of the knowledge and love of God, 
or a sort of pilgrimage in gradual perfection through the 
discipline of moral training, he illustrates the teleological (or 
end-directed) character of Greek moral theory, which starts 
out by asking what is the greatest good to be striven for and 
what steps lead there. This teleological note is somewhat 
different from the Biblical way of ethical thinking, which 
deals more in terms of obedience to the present command of 
God than with aspiration toward a future goal. 

On the other side, genuinely Christian factors are no less 
evident. Primary, of course, is Clement’s belief that the life 
of the good man is one centered in God. It is by nothing on 
earth, but by the nature of the sovereign and transcendent 
God-his love, benevolence, and impartiality—that the Chris¬ 
tian measures his own life. This makes Clement’s ethics in¬ 
dubitably theonomous, or God-dependent, in contrast to the 
autonomous quality in much of Greek moral theory. Second, 
Clement belongs with the psalmists and Jesus in making 
moral purity both the precondition for and the fruit of the 
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contemplation of God. It is only the pure in heart and those 
of clean hands who may ascend to the mount of vision. 

Clement also has something of the Hebrew-Christian sense 
of the divine initiative and grace in the ordering of human 
life. Although at some points he gives the impression that 
man is to lift himself up by his own moral bootstraps in a 
process of self-salvation, he takes pains at other points, in 
truly Christian fashion, to show that the hand of God is 
present at every point of moral advance. After all, he says, 
“the ball-player cannot catch the ball unless it is thrown to 
him.” The first commitments of faith and the later winning of 
knowledge are due as much to divine grace as to human 
response. Moreover, God’s great gift to man is in Jesus 
Chri.st, the Word, who is the constant Instructor, the prompter 
and illuminer of men’s minds as they seek their way out of 
darkness. 

One of the abiding problems in Christian history is in eco¬ 
nomic ethics, in the clash between “God and Mammon,” in 
reconciling the appeal of wealth with the suspicion or down¬ 
right exclusion of riches in the Gospels. Evidently there were 
several well-to-do Christians in the Alexandrian church who 
were troubled by this contradiction and sought Clement’s ad¬ 
vice. His essay, T he Rich Mans Salvation (pp. 94-98), a 
commentary on the. story of the rich young ruler (Mark 
10:17-31), is an effort to calm their fears and to suggest a way 
out of the dilemma. His answer is typical of his way of recon¬ 
ciling the demands of Christ with those of culture. What 
Jesus enjoined on the rich young ruler, Clement claims, is 
inner detachment from wealth, not literally an outer renunci- 
Sipn. This counsel is combing •wtb the admonition to 
generosity and stewardship as expressions of the law of love. 
The rich man who is not possessed within by his possessions 
and who serves the needs of the poor may rest assured of his 
discipleship. 

To what extent this realistic answer is more Stoic than 
Christian, to what extent it is an evasion of the Gospel and a 
compromise with the world, have been matters of continued 
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debate among Christians. Radical monasticism, as we shall 
see, found such an answer false, whereas an American Protes¬ 
tant businessman might express his resolution of the prob¬ 
lem in much the same terms as did Clement. 

One can find readily many loose ends and inconsistencies 
in this attempt of Clement to bring together “Greek” and 
Christian elements. These are almost inevitable in any effort 
to reconcile philosophy and theolog)', reason and faith. Later 
attempts in Christian liistory may be more genuine syntheses, 
but to Clement of Alexandria should go the credit for an 
early and serious attempt to bring Christian ethics together 
with the ethics of the culture into which it moves. Whether 
Clement’s composite ideal of the good life is more like that 
of a Greek gentleman or of a disciple of Christ is a cjuestion 
which deserv es discussion, after the study is made of Clem¬ 
ent’s own words. 


SOURCES 


From 

Clement of Alexandiua: The I.\sTT«;crn)Ti" 

Reason in the Christian Life 

Everything that is contrary to right reason i.s.sin.. Accord¬ 
ingly, therefore, the philosophers think fit to define the most 
generic passions thus: lust, as desire disobedient to reason; 
fear, as weakness disobedient to reason; pleasure, as an ela¬ 
tion of the spirit disobedient to reason. If, then, disobedience 
in reference to reason is the generating cause of sin, how shall 
we escape the conclusion, that obedience to reason—the Word 
—which we call faith, will of necessity be the efficacious cause 

This and all subsequent quotations in this chapter are from The Ante- 
Nicene Fathers, Vol. 11. (Buffalo: The Christian Literature Publishing Co., 
1885; New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1926). 
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of duty? For virtue itself is a state of the soul rendered har¬ 
monious by reason in respect to whole life. Nay, to crown 
all, philosophy itself is pronounced to be the cultivation of 
right reason; so that, necessarily, whatever is done through 
error of reason is transgression, and is rightly called sin. 

But that which is done right, in obedience to reason, the 
followers of the Stoics call incumbent and fitting. What is 
fitting is incumbent. And obedience is founded on com¬ 
mands. And these being, as they are, the same as counsels— 
having truth for their aim, train up to the ultimate goal of 
aspiration, which is conceived of as the end. And the end 
of piety is eternal rest in God. And the beginning of eternity 
is our end. The right operation of piety perfects duty by 
works; whence, according to just reasoning, duties consist in 
actions, not in sayings. And Christian conduct is the opera¬ 
tion of the rational soul in aecordance with a correct judg¬ 
ment and aspiration after the truth, which attains its destined 
end through the body, the souls consort and ally. Virtue is a 
will in confoiTnity to God and Christ in life, rightly adjusted 
to life everlasting. For the life of Christians, in which w’e are 
now trained, is a system of reasonable actions—that is, of 
those things taught hy the Word—an unfailing energy which 
we have called faith. The system is the commandments of 
the Lord, w'hich, being divine statutes and spiritual counsels, 
have been WTitten for ourselves, being adapted for ourselves 
and our neighbors. Moreover, they turn back on us, as the ball 
rebounds on him that throws it by the repercussion. Whence 
also duties are essential for divine discipline, as being en¬ 
joined by God, and furnished for our salvation. And since, 
of those things which are necessary, some relate only to life 
here, and others, which relate to the blessed life yonder, wing 
us for flight hence; so, in an analogous manner, of duties, 
some are ordained with reference to life, others for the 
blessed life. The commandments issued with respect to nat¬ 
ural life are published to the multitude; but those that are 
suited for living well, and from which eternal life springs, 
we have to consider, as in a sketch, as we read them out of 
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the Scriptures.® [There follows detailed guidance for the 
Christians regulation of his life, in habits and manners.] 


From 

ClEMEXT of AlEXANDRL4: The STR04fATA 
A Defense of Faith 

Faith, which the Greeks disparage, deeming it futile and 
barbarous, is a v'oluntary preconception, the assent of piety— 
“the subjeet of things hoped for, the evidence of things not 
seen,” according to the divine apostle. “For hereby,” pre¬ 
eminently, “the elders obtained a good report. But without 
faith it is impossible to please God.” Others have defined 
failli toTje a uniting assent to an unseen object, as certainly 
the proof of an unknowm tiling is an evident assent. If then 
it be choice, being desirous of something, the desire is in this 
instance intellectual. And since choice is the beginning of 
action, faith is discovered to be the beginning of action, be¬ 
ing the foundation of rational choice in the case of any one 
who exhibits to himself the previous demonstration through 
faith. Voluntarily to follow what is useful is the first prin¬ 
ciple of understanding. Unswer\'ing choice, then, gives con¬ 
siderable momentum in the direction of knowledge. The 
exercise of faith directly becomes knowledge, reposing on a 
sure foundation. Knowledge, accordingly, is defined by the 
sons of the philosophers as a habit, which cannot be over¬ 
thrown by reason. Is there any other tnie condition such as 
this, except piety, of which alone the Word is teacher? I 
think not. He who believeth then the divine Scriptures with 
sure judgment, receives in the voice of God, who bestowed 
the Scripture, a demonstration that cannot be impugned. 
Faith, then, is not established by demonstration. “Blessed 
therefore those who, not having seen, yet have believed.”^ 

® ‘'The Instructor,” Bk. I, chap. xiii. 

^ “The Stromata,” Bk. II, chap. ii. 
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Should one say that Knowledge is founded on demonstra¬ 
tion by a process of reasoning, let him hear that first prin¬ 
ciples are incapable of demonstration; for they are known 
neither by art nor sagacity. For the latter is conversant 
about objects that are susceptible of change, while the former 
is practical solely, and not theoretical. Ilence it is thought 
that the first cause of the universe ciin be apprehended by 
faith alone. For all knowledge is capable of being taught; 
and what is capable of being taught is founded on what is 
known before. But the first cause of the imiverse was not pre¬ 
viously known to the Greeks; neither, accordingly, to Thales, 
who came to the conclusion that water was the first cause; nor 
to the other natural philosophers who succeeded him, since it 
was Anaxagoras who was the first who assigned to Mind the 
supremacy over material things. But not even he preserved 
the dignity suited to the efficient cause, describing as he did 
certain silly vortices, together with the inertia and even fool¬ 
ishness of Mind. Wherefore also the Word says, “Call no man 
master on earth.” For knowledge is a state of mind that results 
from demonstration; but faith is a grace which from what is 
indemonstrable conducts to what is universal and simple, 
what is neither with matter, nor matter, nor under matter. 

Now Aristotle says that the judgment which follows 
knowledge is in truth faith. Accordingly, faith is something 
superior to knowledge, and is its criterion. Conjecture, which 
is only a feeble supposition, counterfeits faith; as the flatterer 
counterfeits a friend, and the wolf the dog. And as the work¬ 
man sees that by learning certain things he becomes an arti¬ 
ficer, and the helmsman by being instructed in the art will 
be able to steer; he does not regard the mere wishing to be¬ 
come excellent and good enough, but he must learn it by the 
exercise of obedience. But to obey the Word, whom we call 
Instructor, is to believe Him, going against Him in nothing. 
For how can we take up a position of hostility to God? 
Knowledge, accordingly, is characterized by faith; and faith, 
by a kind of divine mutual and reciprocal correspondence, 
becomes characterized by knowledge.® 

^ Ibid., Bk. II, chap. iv. 



84 


CHRISTIAN ETHICS 


Accordingly, faith may not, any more, with reason, be dis¬ 
paraged in an offhand way, as simple and vulgar, appertain¬ 
ing to anybody. For, if it were a mere human habit, as the 
Greeks supposed, it would have been extinguished. But if it 
gi'ow, and there be no place where it is not; then I affirm, 
that faith, whether founded in love, or in fear, as its disparag¬ 
ers assert, is something divine; which is neither rent asunder 
by other mundane friendship, nor dissolved by the presence 
of fear. For love, on account of its friendly alliance with 
faith, makes men believers; and faith, which is the foundation 
of love, in its turn introduces the doing of good. Such a 
change, then, from unbelief to faith—and to trust in hope and 
fear, is divine. And, in truth, faith is discovered, by us, to 
be the first movement towards salvation; after which fear, 
and hope, and repentance, advancing in company with tem¬ 
perance and patience, lead us to love and knowledge.® 

The Gnostic’s Likeness to God 

He is the Gnostic, who is after the image and likeness of 
God, who imitates God as far as possible, deficient in none 
of the things which contribute to the likeness as far as com¬ 
patible, practising self-restraint and endurance, living right¬ 
eously, reigning over the passions, bestowing of what he has 
as far as possible, and doing good both by word and deed. 
“He is the greatest,” it is said, “in the kingdom who shall do 
and teach”; imitating God in conferring like benefits. For 
God’s gifts are for the common good. “Whoever shall attempt 
to do aught with presumption, provokes God,” it is said. For 
haughtiness is a vice of the soul, of which, as of other sins. 
He commands us to repent; by adjusting our lives from their 
state of derangement to the change for the better in these 
three things—mouth, heart, hands. These are signs—the hands 
of action, the heart of volition, the mouth of speech. Beauti¬ 
fully, therefore, has this oracle been spoken with respect to 
penitents: “Thou hast chosen God this day to be thy God; 
and God hath chosen thee this day to be His people.” For 

** Ibid,, Bk. II, chap. vii. 
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him who hastes to serve the self-existent One, being a sup¬ 
pliant, God adopts to Himself; and though he be only one in 
number, he is honoured equally with the people. For being 
a part of the people, he becomes complementary of it, being 
restored from what he was; and the whole is named from 
apart. 

Now Plato the philosopher, defining the end of happiness, 
says that it is likeness to God as far as possible; whether con¬ 
curring with the precept of the law or whether instructed 
by certain oracles of the time, thirsting as he always was for 
instruction. For the law says, “Walk after the Lord your 
God, and keep my commandments.” For the law calls assimi¬ 
lation following; and such a following to the utmost of its 
power assimilates. “Be,” says the Lord, “merciful and pitiful, 
as your heavenly Father is pitiful.” Thence also the Stoics 
have laid down the doctrine, that living agreeably to nature 
is the end, fitly altering the name of God into nature; since 
also nature extends to plants, to seeds, to trees, and to 
stones.^” 


The Christian Gnostics Love and Its Motive 

This is love, to love God and our neighbour. This conducts 
to the height which is unutterable. “Love covers a multitude 
of sins. Love beareth all things, suffereth all things.” Love 
joins us to God, does all things in concord. In love, all the 
chosen of God were perfected. Apart from love, nothing is 
well pleasing to God. “Of its perfection there is no unfold¬ 
ing,” it is said. “Who is fit to be found in it, except those 
whom God counts worthy?” To the point the Apostle Paul 
speaks, “If I give my body, and have not love, I am sounding 
brass, and a tinkling cymbal.” If it is not from a disposition 
determined by Gnostic love that I shall testify, he means; but 
if through fear and expected reward, moving my lips in order 
to testify to the Lord that I shall confess the Lord, I am a 
common man, sounding the Lord’s name, not knowing Him. 
“And if I give all my goods in alms,” he says, not according 
Ibid., Bk. II, chap. xix. 



86 


CHRISTIAN ETHICS 


to the principle of loving communication, but on account of 
recompense, either from him who has received the benefit, or 
the Lord who has promised; “and if I have all faith so as to 
remove moxmtains,” and cast away obscuring passions, and 
be not faithful to the Lord from love, "1 am nothing,” as in 
comparison of him who testifies as a Gnostic, and the crowd, 
and being reckoned nothing better. 

“God,” then, being good, “is love,” it is said. Whose “love 
worketh no ill to his neighbour,” neither injuring nor reveng¬ 
ing ever, but, in a word, doing good to all according to the 
image of God. “Love is,” then, “the fulfilling of the law”; 
like as Christ, that is the presence of the Lord who loves us; 
and our loving teaching of, and discipline according to Christ. 
By love, then, the commands not to commit adultery, and not 
to covet one’s neighbour’s wife, are fulfilled, [these sins be¬ 
ing] formerly prohibited by fear. 

The same work, then, presents a difFerence, according as 
it is done by fear, or accomplished by love, and is wrought by 
faith or bv knowledge. Riditlv, therefore, their rewards are 
dilferent.” 

The man of understanding and perspicacity is, then, a 
Gnostic. And his business is not abstinence from what is evil 
(for this is a step to the highest perfection), or the doing of 
good out of fear. Nor any more is he to do so from hope of 
promised recompense. But only the doing of good out of love, 
and for the sake of its own excellence, is to be the Gnostic’s 
choice. To desire knowledge about God for any practical 
purpose, that this may be done, or that may not be done, is 
not proper to the Gnostic; but the knowledge itself suffices 
as the reason for contemplation. For I will dare aver that it 
is not because he wishes to be saved that he, who devotes 
himself to knowledge for the sake of the divine scienee itself, 
chooses knowledge. Could we, then, suppose any one pro¬ 
posing to the Gnostic whether he would choose the knowl¬ 
edge of God or everlasting salvation; and if these, which are 
entirely identical, were separable, he would without the 
least hesitation choose the knowledge of God, deeming that 
Ibid., Bk. IV, chap, xviii. 
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property of faith, which from love ascends to knowledge, de¬ 
sirable, for its own sake. This, then, is the perfect man’s first 
form of doing good, when it is done not for any advantage in 
what pertains to him, but because he judges it right to do 
good; and the energy being vigorously exerted in all things, 
in the very act becomes good; not, good in some things, and 
not good in others; but consisting in the habit of doing good, 
neither for glory, nor, as the philosophers say, for reputation, 
nor from reward either from men or God; but so as to pass 
life after the image and likeness of the Lord. 

And if, in doing good, he be nict with anything adverse, he 
will let the recompense pass without resentment as if it were 
good, he being just and good “to the just and the unjust.” To 
such the Lord says, “Be ye, as your Father is perfect.” 

Such a one is no longer continent, but has reached a state 
of passionlessness, waiting to put on the divine image. “If 
thou doest alms,” it is said, “let no one know it; and if thou 
fastest, anoint thyself, that God alone may know,” and not 
a single human being. Not even he himself who shows mercy 
ought to know that he does show mercy; for in this way he 
will be sometimes merciful, .sometimes not. And when he 
shall do good by habit, he will imitate the nature of good, and 
his disposition will be his nature and his practice. 

But he who obeys the mere call, as he is called, neither 
for fear, nor for enjoyments, is on his way to knowledge. For 
he does not consider whether any extrinsic lucrative gain or 
enjoyment follows to him; but drawn by the love of Him who 
is the true object of love, and led to what is requisite, prac¬ 
tices piety. So that not even were we to suppose him to re¬ 
ceive from God leave to do things forbidden with impunity; 
not even if he were to get the promise that he would receive 
as a reward the good things of the blessed; but besides, not 
even if he could persuade himself that God would be hood¬ 
winked with reference to what he does (which is impossible), 
would he ever wish to do aught contrary to right reason, hav¬ 
ing once made choice of what is truly good and worthy of 
choice on its own account, and therefore to be loved.^® 

Ibid., Bk. IV, chap. xxiv. 
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The Right Treatment of the World and the Flesh 

Those who run dowTi created existence and vilify the body 
arc wrong; not considering that the frame of man was foraied 
erect for the contemplation of heaven, and that the organiza¬ 
tion of the senses tends to knowledge; and that the members 
and parts are arranged for good, not for pleasure. Whence 
this abode becomes receptive of the soul which is most pre¬ 
cious to God; and is dignified with the Holy Spirit through the 
sanctification of soul and body, perfected with the perfection 
of the Saviour. And the succession of the three virtues is 
found in tlie Gnostic, who morally, physically, and logically 
occupies himself with God. For wisdom is the knowledge of 
tilings divine and human; and righteousness is tlic concord of 
the parts of the soul; and holiness is the service of God. 

The soul of man is confessedly the better part of man, and 
the body the inferior, but neither is the soul good by nature, 
nor, on the other hand, is the body bad by nature. Nor is 
that which is not good straightway bad. For there arc things 
which occupy a middle place, and among them are things 
to be preferred, and things to be rejected. The constitution 
of man, then, which has its place among things of sense, was 
necessarily composed of things diverse, but not opposite- 
body and soul. 

Always therefore the good actions, as better, attach to the 
better and ruling .spirit; and voluptuous and sinful actions are 
attributed to the worse, the sinful one. 

Now the soul of the wise man and Gnostic, as sojourning 
in the body, conducts itself toward it gravely and respect¬ 
fully, not with inordinate affections, as about to leave the 
tabernacle if the time of departure summons. For all things 
arc of one God. And no one is a stnmger to the world by na¬ 
ture, their essence being one and God one. But the elect man 
dwells as a sojourner, knowing all things to be possessed and 
disposed of. The body, too, as one sent on a distant pilgrim¬ 
age, uses inns and dwellings by the way, having care of the 
things of the world, of the places where he halts; but leaves 
his dwelling-place and property without excessive emotion; 
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readily following him that leads him away from life; by no 
means and on no occasion turning back; giving thanks for 
his sojourn, and blessing God for his departure, embracing 
the mansion that is in heaven.^® 

Freedom from All Passions and Desires 

The Gnostic is such, that he is subject only to the affec¬ 
tions that exist for the maintenance of the body, such as 
hunger, thirst, and the like. 

The affections when produced rationally, are good, yet 
they are nevertheless inadmissible in the ease of the perfect 
man, who is incapable of exercising courage; for neither does 
he meet what inspires fear, as he regards none of the things 
that occur in life as to be dreaded; nor can aught dislodge 
him from this—the love he has towards God. Nor docs he 
need cheerfulness of mind; for he docs not fall into pain, be¬ 
ing persuaded that all things happen well. Nor is he angiy'; 
for there is nothing to move him to anger, seeing he ever 
loves God, and is entirely turned towards Him alone, and 
therefore hates none of God’s creatures. Nor does he envy; 
for nothing is wanting to him, that is requisite to assimila¬ 
tion, in order that he may be excellent and good. Nor does 
he consequently love any one with this common affection, but 
loves the Creator in the creatures. Nor, consequently, does 
he fall into any desire and eagerness; nor does he want, as 
far as respects his soul, aught appertaining to others, now that 
he associates through love with the Beloved One, to whom 
he is allied by free choice, and by the habit which results from 
training, approaches closer to Him, and is blessed through the 
abundance of good things. 

So that on these accounts he is compelled to become like 
his Teacher in impassibility. For the Word of God is intel¬ 
lectual, according as the image of mind is seen in man alone. 
Thus also the good man is godlike in form and semblance as 
respects his soul. And, on the other hand, God is like man. 
For the distinctive form of each one is the mind by which 

13 Ibid., Bk. IV, chap. xxvi. 
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we are characterized. Consequently, also, those who sin 
against man are unholy and impious. For it were ridiculous 
to say that the gnostic and perfect man must not eradicate 
anger and courage, inasmuch as without these he will not 
struggle against circumstances, or abide what is terrible. But 
if we take from him desire, he will be quite overwhelmed by 
troubles, and therefore depart from this life very basely. 
Unless possessed of it, as some suppose, he will not conceive 
a desire for what is like the excellent and the good. If, then, 
all alliance with what is good is accompanied with desire, 
how, it is said, does he remain impassible who desires what 
is excellent? 

But these people know not, as appears, the divinity of 
love. For love is not desire on the part of him who loves; but 
is a relation of afiEcction, restoring the Gnostic to the unity 
of the faith—independent of time and place. But he who by 
love is already in the midst of that in which he is destined 
to be, and has anticipated hope by knowledge, does not de¬ 
sire anything, having, as far as possible, the very thing de¬ 
sired. Accordingly, as to be expected, he continues in the 
exercise of gnostic love, in the one unvarying state.^'* 

The Gnostics Perfection, in Summary 

Respecting the universe, [the Gnostic] conceives truly and 
grandly in virtue of his reception of divine teaching. Begin¬ 
ning, then, with admiration of the Creation, and affording of 
himself a proof of his capability for receiving knowledge, he 
becomes a ready pupil of the Lord. Directly on hearing of 
God and Providence, he believed in consequence of the ad¬ 
miration he entertained. Through the power of impulse 
thence derived he devotes his energies in every way to learn¬ 
ing, doing all those things by means of which he shall be 
able to acquire the knowledge of what he desires. And de¬ 
sire blended with inquiry arises as faith advances. And this 
is to become worthy of speculation, of such a character, and 
such importance. So shall the Gnostic taste of the will of 
1“* Ibid.y Bk. VI, cliap. ix. 
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God. For it is not his ears, but his soul, that he yields up to 
the things signified by what is spoken. Accordingly, appre¬ 
hending essences and things through the words, he brings his 
soul, as is fit, to what is essential; apprehending (e.g.) in the 
peculiar way in which they are spoken to the Gnostic, the 
commands, “Do not commit adultery,” “Do not kill”; and 
not as they are understood by other people. Training him¬ 
self, then, in scientific speculation, he proceeds to exercise 
himself in larger generalizations and grander propositions; 
knowing right well that “He that teacheth man knowledge,” 
according to the prophet, is the Lord, the Lord acting by 
man’s mouth. So also He assumed flesh. 

Consequently, therefore, though disease, and accident, and 
what is most terrible of all, death, come upon the Gnostic, 
he remains inflexible in soul—knowing that all such things 
are a necessity of creation, and that, also by the power of 
God, they become the medicine of salvation, benefiting by 
discipline those who are di£Bcult to reform; allotted accord¬ 
ing to desert, by Providence, which is truly good. 

Using the creatures, then, when the Word prescribes, and 
to the extent it prescribes, in the exercise of thankfulness to 
the Creator, he becomes master of the enjoyment of them. 

He never cherishes resentment or harbors a grudge against 
an\' one, though deserving of hatred for his conduct. For he 
worships the Maker, and loves him, who shares fife, pitying 
and praying for him on account of his ignorance. He indeed 
partakes of the affections of the body, to which, susceptible 
as it is of suffering by nature, he is bound. But in sensation 
he is not the primary subject of it. 

Accordingly, then, in involuntary circumstances, by with¬ 
drawing himself from troubles to the things which really be¬ 
long to him, he is not carried away with what is foreign 
to him. And it is only to things that are necessary for him 
that he accommodates himself, in so far as the soul is pre¬ 
served unharmed. For it is not in supposition or seeming 
that he wishes to be faithful; but in knowledge and truth, 
that is, in sure deed and effectual word. Wherefore he not 
only praises what is noble, but endeavours himself to be 
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noble; changing by love from a good and faithful servant 
into a friend, through the perfection of habit, which he has 
acquired in purity from true instruction and great discipline. 

Striving, then, to attain to the summit of knowledge; dec¬ 
orous in character; composed in mien; possessing all those ad¬ 
vantages which belong to the true Gnostic; fixing his eye on 
fair models, on the many patriarchs who have lived rightly, 
and on very many prophets and angels reckoned without 
number, and above all, on the Lord, who taught and showed 
it to be possible for him to attain that highest life of all— 
he thercfoi'e loves not all the good things of the world, which 
are within his grasp, that he may not remain on the ground, 
but the things hoped for, or rather already known, being 
hoped for so as to be apprehended. 

So then he undergoes toils, and trials, and afflictions, not 
as those among the philosopliers who arc endowed with man¬ 
liness, in the hope of present troubles ceasing, and of sharing 
again in what is jjleasant; but knowledge has inspired him 
with the firmest persuasion of receiving the hopes of the fu¬ 
ture. Wherefore he contemns not alone the pains of this 
world, but all its pleasures. 

In all circumstances, then, is the soul of the Gnostic strong, 
in a condition of extreme health and strength, like the body 
of an athlete. 

For he is prudent in human affairs, in judging what ought 
to be done by the just man; having obtained the principles 
from God from above, and having acquired, in order to the 
divine resemblance, moderation in bodily pains and pleas¬ 
ures. And he struggles against fears boldly, trusting in God. 
Gertainly, then, the gnostic soul, adorned with perfect vir¬ 
tue, is the earthly image of the divine power; its develop¬ 
ment being the joint result of nature, of training, of reason, 
all together. This beauty of the soul becomes a temple of 
the Holy Spirit, when it acquires a disposition in the whole 
of life corresponding to the Gospel. Such a one consequently 
withstands all fear of everything terrible, not only of death, 
but also poverty and disease, and ignominy, and things akin 
to these; being unconquered by pleasure, and lord over ir- 
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rational desires. For he well knows what is and what is not 
to be done; being perfectly aware what things are really to 
be dreaded, and what not. Whence he bears intelligently 
what the Word intimates to him to be requisite and necessary; 
intelligently discriminating what is really safe (that is, good), 
from what appears so; and things to be dreaded from what 
seems so, such as death, disease, and poverty; which are 
rather so in opinion than in truth. 

This is the really good man, who is without passions; hav¬ 
ing, through the habit or disposition of the soul endued 
with virtue, transcended the whole life of passion. He has 
everything dependent on himself for the attainment of the 
end. For those accidents which are called terrible are not 
formidable to the good man, because they are not evil. And 
those which are really to be dreaded are foreign to the gnostic 
Christian, being diametrically opposed to what is good, be¬ 
cause evil; and it is impossible for contraries to meet in the 
same person at the same time. He, then, who faultlessly acts 
the drama of life which God has given him to play, knows 
both what is to be done and what is to be endured. 

Accordingly, love makes its own athlete fearless and 
dauntless, and confident in the Lord, anointing and training 
liim; as righteousness secures for him ti-uthfulness in his 
whole life. 

And the same holds with self-control. For it is neither 
for love of honour, as the athletes for the sake of crowns and 
fame; nor on the other hand, for love of money, as some pre¬ 
tend to exercise self-control, pursuing what is good with 
terrible suffering. Nor is it from love of the body for the 
sake of health. Nor any more is any man who is temperate 
from nisticity, who has not tasted pleasures, truly a man of 
self-control. Certainly those who have led a laborious life, 
on tasting pleasures, forthwith break down the inflexibility 
of temperance into pleasures. Such are they who are re¬ 
strained by law and fear. For on finding a favourable oppor¬ 
tunity they defraud the law, by giving what is good the slip. 
But self-control, desirable for its own sake, perfected through 
knowledge, abiding ever, makes the man lord and master of 
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himself; so that the Gnostic is temperate and passionless, in¬ 
capable of being dissolved by pleasures and pains. 

The cau.se of these, then, is love, of all science the most 
sacred and most sovereign.*® 


From 

Clement of Alexandria: The Rich Mans Salvation 

Perhaps the reason of salvation ap pearing more d iflBcult 
to the.rich than to poor men, is not single but manifold. For 
some, merely hearing, and that in an off-hand way, the utter¬ 
ance of the Saviour, “that it is easier for a camel to go through 
the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter into the king¬ 
dom of heaven,” despair of themselves as not destined to 
live, surrender all to the w^orld, cling to the present life as 
if it alone was left to them, and so diverge more from the way 
to the life to come, no longer inquiring cither whom the Lord 
and Master calls rich, or how that which is impossible to 
man becomes possible to God. But others rightly and ade¬ 
quately comprehend this, but attaching slight importance to 
the works which tend to salvation, do not make the requisite 
preparation for attaining to the objects of their hope.’*’ 

What then w'as it which persuaded [the rich young ruler] 
to flight, and made him depart from the Master, from the 
entreaty, the hope, the life, previou.sly pursued with ardour? 
—“Sell thy possessions.” And what is this? He_does not, as 
some conceive off-hand, bid him throw awav the siibstance 
he pQSs'essed, and abandon his property; but bids him banish 
from his soul his notions about wealth, his excitement and 
morbid feeling about it, the anxieties, which are the thorns of 
existence, which choke the seed of life. For it is no great 
thing or desirable to be destitute of wealth, if without a spe¬ 
cial object,—not except on account of life. For thus those 
who have nothing at all, but are destitute, and beggars for 

Ihid.y Bk. VII, chap. xi. 

**The Rich Man’s Salvation,” par. 2. 
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their daily bread, the poor dispersed on the streets, who know 
not God and God’s righteousness, simply on account of their 
extreme want and destitution of subsistence, and lack even of 
the smallest things, were most blessed and most dear to God, 
and sole possessors of everlasting life.*^ 

Wliat peculiar thing is it that the new creature the Son of 
God intimates and teaches? It is not the outward act which 
others have done, but something else indicated by it, greater, 
more godlike, more perfect, the stripping olf of the passions 
from the soul itself and from the dRsposition, and the cutting 
up by the roots and casting out of what is alien to the mind. 
For this is the lesson peculiar to the believer, and the instruc¬ 
tion worthy of the Saviour. For those who formerly despised 
external things relinquished and squandered their property, 
but the passions of the soiJ, I believe, they intensified. For 
they indulged in arrogance, pretension, and vainglory, and 
in contempt of the rest of mankind, as if they had done some¬ 
thing superhuman. How then would the Saviour have en¬ 
joined on those destined to live forever what was injurious 
and hurtful with reference to the life which He promised? 
For although such is the case, one, after ridding himself of 
the burden of wealth, may none the less have still the lust and 
desire for money innate and living; and may have abandoned 
the use of it, but being at once destitute of and desiring what 
he spent, may doubly grieve both on account of the absence 
of attendance, and the presence of regret. For it is impossible 
and inconceivable that those in want of the necessaries of 
life .should not be harassed in mind, and hindered from 
better things in the endeavour to provide them somehow, and 
from some source.^'* 

And how much more beneficial the opposite case, for a 
man, through possessing a competency, both not himself to 
be in straits about money, and also to give assistance to those 
to whom it is requisite so to do! For if no on e had anything, 
what room would be left among men for giving? And how 
can this dogma fail to be found plainly opposed to and con- 

Ibid., par. 11. 

Ibid., par. 12. 
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flicting with many other excellent teachings of the Lord? 
“Make to yourselves friends of the mammon of unrighteous¬ 
ness, that when ye fail, they may receive you into the ever¬ 
lasting habitations.” “Acquire treasures in heaven, where 
neither moth nor rust destroys, nor thieves break through.” 
How could one give food to the hungry, and drink to the 
thirsty, clothe the naked, and shelter the houseless, for not 
doing which He threatens with fire and the outer darkness, if 
each man first divested himself of all these things? Nay, He 
bids Zaccheus and Matthew, the rich tax-gatherers, entertain 
Him hospitably. And He does not bid them part with their 
property, but, applying the just and removing the unjust judg¬ 
ment, He subjoins, “To-day salvation has come to this house, 
forasmuch as he also is a son of Abraham.” He so praises the 
use of property as to enjoin, along with this addition, the giv¬ 
ing a share of it, to give drink to the thirsty, bread to the 
hungry, to take the houseless in, and clothe the naked. But if 
it is not possible to supply those needs without substance, and 
He bids people abandon their substance, what else would the 
Lord be doing than exhorting to give and not to give the same 
things, to feed and not to feed, to take in and to .shut out, to 
share and not to .share? which were the most irrational of all 

Ric hes, then, wlnyh benefit also our neighbours, arc.uot to 
j)e thrown awav. For they are possessions, inasmuch as they 
are possessed, and goods, inasmuch as thev are useful and 
provided by God for the use of men; and they lie to our hand, 
and are put under our power, as material and instalments 
which arc for good use to those who know the instrument. If 
you use it skillfully, it is skillful; if you are deficient in skill, 
it is aflFected by your want of skill, being itself destitute of 
blame. Such an instrument is wealth. Are you able to make a 
right use of it? It is subservient to righteousness. Does one 
make a wrong use of it? It is, on the other hand, a minister 
of wrong. For its nature is tobe sub.servient, not to rule. That 
then which of itself has neither good nor evil, being blameless, 
ought not to be blamed; but that which has the power of 

Ibid., par. 13. 
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using it well and ill, by reason of its possessing voluntary 
choice. And this is the mind and judgment of man, which has 
freedom in itself and self-determination in the treatment of 
what is assigned to it. So let no man destroy wealth, rather 
than the passions of the soul, which are incompatible with 
the better use of wealth. So that, becoming virtuous and 
good, he may be able to make a good use of these riches. The 
renimciation, then, and selling of all possessions, is to be 
understood as .spoken of the passions of the soul.®® 

I would then say this, since some things are within and 
some without the soul, and if the soul make a good use of 
them, they also are reputed good, but if a bad, bad;—whether 
does He who commands us to alienate our possessions repudi¬ 
ate those things, after the removal of which the passions still 
remain, or those rather, on the removal of which wealth even 
becomes beneficial? If therefore he who casts away worldly 
wealth can still be rich in the passions, even though the ma¬ 
terial (for their gratification) is absent,—for the disposition 
produces its own effects, and strangles the reason, and presses 
it down and inflames it with its inbred lusts—it is then of no 
advantage to him to be poor in purse while he is rich in pas¬ 
sions. For it is not what ought to be cast away that he has 
cast away, but what is indifferent; and he has deprived him¬ 
self of what is serviceable, but set on fire the innate fuel of 
evil through want of the external means [of gratification]. 
We must therefore renounce those possessions that are in¬ 
jurious, not those that arc capable of being serviceable, if one 
knows the right use of them. And what is managed with 
wisdom, and sobriety, and piety, is profitable; and what is 
hurtful must be cast away. But things external hurt not. So 
then the Lord introduces the use of external things, bidding 
us put away not the means of subsistence, but what uses them 
badly. And these are the infirmities and passions of the soul.®^ 

The presence of wealth in these is deadly to all, the loss of 
it salutary. Of which, making the soul pure—that is, poor and 
bare—we must hear the Saviour speaking thus, “Come, follow 

20 Ibid., par. 14. 

21 Ibid., par. 15. 
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Me.” For to the pure in heart He now becomes the way. But 
into the impure soul the grace of God finds no entrance. And 
that (soul) is unclean which is rich in lusts, and is in the throes 
of many worldly affections. For he who holds possessions, 
and gold, and .silver, and houses, as the gifts of God; and 
ministers from them to the God who gives them for the salva¬ 
tion of men; and knows that he possesses them more for the 
sake of the brethren than his own; and is superior to the 
possession of them, not the slave of the things he possesses; 
and docs not carry them about in his soul, nor bind and cir¬ 
cumscribe his life within them, but is ever labouring at some 
good and divine work, even should he be necessarily some 
time or other deprived of them, is able with cheerful mind to 
bear their removal equally with their abundance. This is he 
who is blessed by the Lord, and called poor in spirit, a meet 
heir of the kingdom of heaven, not one who could not live 
nch.*'*' 

The point of the parable is evident. Let it teach the pros¬ 
perous that they arc not to neglect their own salvation, as if 
they had been already foredoomed, nor, on the other hand, to 
cast wealth into the sea, or condemn it as a traitor and an 
enemy to life, but learn in what way and how to use wealth 
and obtain life."® 


Further Readings 


Primary Sources 

The full texts of the major works of Clkment are available in English in 
Fathers of the Second Century. (The Ante-Nicene Fathers, Edited by 
Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson, Vol. II.) Amer. ed., ar. 
by A. Cleveland Coxe, Buffalo: The Christian Literature Riiblishing 
Co., 1885; New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1926. The Rich Mans 
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and London: William Heinemann, 1919). Alexandrian Christianity, (The 
Library of Christian Classics, Vol. II.), Philadelphia: The Westminster 
Press, 1954, contains new translations of Clement’s works. 

22 Ibid., par. 16. 

23 Ibid., par. 27. 
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chapter 4 

ST. AUGUSTINE 

One of the major figures in the history of Christianity, and 
certainly the most influential in Christian theology between 
Paul and Thomas Aquinas, was ^t. Augustine (354-430), 
bishoji of the Cluistiaii church in Africa. Out of the confused 
tendencies of Christian thought in his era, he formulated the 
normative lines of Western Latin Christian doctrine and 
ethics. All of medieval law, history, psychology, political 
thcor)% and social thought stood in debt to Augustine. 
Thomas Aquinas of the thirteenth century, who came to be 
the standard theologian of the Roman Catholic church, 
looked back to Augustine for much of his inspiration and for 
more liberal quotation than from any other Cliurch Father. 
The first reformers of the sixteenth century, too, derived from 
Augustine insights which they felt medieval Catholicism had 
obscured. And again in the twentieth century, the new crea¬ 
tive revival in theology among Protestant and Catholic the¬ 
ologians has turned with enthusiasm back to his writings. As 
he spoke to the condition of men in the fifth-century break¬ 
down of Roman civilization, his reflections have taken on a 
fresh cogency to the students of what appears to many to he 
the breakdown of Western democratic civilization. 

His multiple service to the Christian thought of his time 
was his sy nthesis of L atm theology and Platonic 

philosophy, a synthesis more fully fused than what Clement 
of Alexandria had attempted two centuries before. He also 
i:ecoYcred many of the Pauhne insights which had been neg¬ 
lected since Paul’s time. Augustine had, moreover, a boldly 
original mind, full of sharp flashes of insight. He pioneered 
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as well as consolidated the lines of orthodoxy. In him the old 
and the new found creative and fresh expression. 

The PnoDiGAL Puajiumage 

Augustine came to his conclusions about what it means to 
be a Christian only after a protracted and intense personal 
struggle of mind and heart, recorded in the Qonfesitiom. This 
spiritual autobiography traverses the twisting road which led 
him to his Christian conviction. Its content is refracted by 
the glass of Christian faith through which in retrospect he 
views his experience. It is a long and impassioned commen¬ 
tary on the famous prayer with which it starts: “Thou hast 
made us for Thyself, and our spirits are restless until they 
rest in Thce.”^ Its course, amid many side excursions, may be 
described as a series of stages through which Augustine 
passed in his .spiritual pilgrimage, or a series of “crushes” 
which held him and then disillusioned him, until he found 
his true and lasting love in the love of God. 

Bora of a Qiristian mother and,pagan father .at Tagaste in 
Africa, he had the benefit of a brilliant mind and a thorough¬ 
going education. Headstrong and independent from boyhood, 
he rejected the religion of his devout mother, which he 
thought to be impossibly naive and credulous. As a student 
he excelled in the subjects of debate, rhetoric, and, logic. In 
his late teens, choosing rhetoric as his profession, he went to 
Carthage to_ study and teach. In the big city he enjoyed 
what he calls his “vagrant liberty” in its sophisticated life 
and shortly took up with a mistress, whom he loved singly, 
but deferred to marry. 

He was first turned toward the true way of life by reading 
Cicero’s Hprtentius, which.awoke in him the passion to seek 
Jxuth. But to this sharp-minded and dashing young professor 
it was clear that truth did not lie in the orthodox Christianity 
of his mother, with its simple literalism and plain piety. 
Through his twenties, he was persuaded that the^J[aith of 
Ae Manicheans offered the convincing solution to His in- 

^ Confessionsy Bk. I, chap. i. 
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tellectual problems. The Manichean religion, a popular self- 
styled version of Chri.stianity, was in truth a form of Persian 
dualism. It viewed life as a vast battleground between two 
equally sovereign principles of JLjght and Darkness, Good 
and Evil, God and the Devil. In each man there is a good 
soul and an evil soul. Every man’s career is in perpetual 
puU-and-haul between these two determinants. Augustine 
was impressed by the Manichean hardheaded critical method 
in interpreting the Scriptures, or by what would be called in 
more recent terms a certain “scientific” spirit. Yet some of the 
doctrines of the Manicheans left him unsatisfied. Their 
bishop, Faustus, who was alleged to know all the answers, on 
a visit to Carthage proved charming and amiable enough, but 
quite confused and ambiguous in his replies to Augustine’s 
searching questions. So, at twenty-nine, disappointed in his 
first intellectual love, he tried Scepticism as the only possible 
answer to life’s enigmas: the wise man should suspend judg¬ 
ment on all ultimate questions. 

But the ultimate que.stions would not let him go. One of 
the issues that troubled his thinking concerned the existence 
of noncorporeal reality. How could intangible things like 
“GocT” and "Spirit” exist in any way subject to empirical 
check? In this period of his life, turning thirty, he was still 
restless with himself, in his intellectual quest and in his per¬ 
sonal living. In part the tension came from a conflict of loyal¬ 
ties between what he owed to his mother on the one hand, with 
her patient devotion to the Christian faith, and the appeals 
of his mistress on the other. In larger part, the tension came 
out of the himger of a passionate and yet critical-minded in¬ 
tellectual for a spiritual home. In this mood Augustine went 
to Rome and shortly thereafter to Milan. To all appearances 
he was a brilliant and self-assured young professor, but 
inwardly he was sceptical and tormented by conflicts. He 
began to read with rising enthusiasm in neo-Platonic phi¬ 
losophy. Here at last he found intellectual peace. The neo- 
Platonic monistic world view convinced him that ultimate 
reality is noncorporeal and that evil is not a positive “some¬ 
thing,” as the Manichees taught, but is rather the absence of 
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good, as silence is the absence of sound. Having crossed this 
intellectual bridge, he was prepared to accept, through neo¬ 
platonism, the tmth of Cliristian theology with its belief in 
the goodness of one sovereign God, the etemal reality of un¬ 
seen things, and the essential unity of the self. 

Yet, despite his intellectual conversion, Augustine’s moral 
and emotional life remained one of troubled turbulence. If 
anything his conflict was intensified, since the good that his 
mind had now accepted he could not command his will to 
perform. In this despairing state he came undex -the influence 
of Ambrose, the famous Christian preaclxei pf Milan. In Am- 
In'oselie found an appealing person and a form of Christi¬ 
anity free from a wooden Biblical literalism. In the year 386 
a vivid experience of revelation and insight brought through 
the reading of a passage of Scripture finally tipped the pre¬ 
carious scales of Augustine’s moral life, and he found spiritual 
and intellectual “oneness” in the Christian faith. He gave up 
his teaching career as well as liis liaison with his mistress and 
retired from the world with a few friends and his rejoicing 
mother to study and cultivate spiritual disciplines. He re- 
tunied thence to become an active priest of the church, rose 
in rapid time to the bishop’s chair, and spent the remainder 
of his life in Africa, as a busy prelate and apologist for the 
(jliristian way, of whose truth he was the more deeply con¬ 
vinced because of the length and pain of his owm search for it. 

His years of maturity were spent in the exacting tasks of 
church administration. In a time of disintegrating culture, 
the church everywhere in the empire found itself heir to a 
wide range of practical problems which civil administration 
was incapable of perfoiTning. Augustine found himself also, 
as apologist, wrestling with vital theological issues. Various 
heresies—Donatism, Pclagianism, as well as Manicheism, self- 
claimed friends of Christianity—were translating the old be¬ 
liefs into their own new versions in ways which Augustine 
painstakingly undertook to show undermined the truth of the 
old. From the other side orthodoxy was under attack from 
secular critics, who saw Christianity as the main cause of 
the breakdown of the empire. To these critics Augustine 
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replied with The City of God, in which he set himself to 
justify the ways of God to man in an era of devastation. 

In all his wi'itings there is an intense mind at work on the 
perennial puzzles of life, searching even as he finds and find¬ 
ing as he searches. His rigorous intellectual training in logic 
and philosophy keeps him always from shoddy thinking. At 
the same time, there is the strain of the romantic, even the 
mystic in him, in his surges of feeling and his reaching to¬ 
ward the InefTable, which evades the hold of logical grasp, 
to describe and praise the God who had constantly drawn 
him, throughout his prodigal pilgrimage, back to Himself. 

The Diuma of Creation, the Fall, ano Salvation 

In one of his early dialogues, Augustine is addressed by the 
Spirit of Truth with this question: What do yon want to 
know? Augustine’s answer is; the soul and God, nothing else 
at_alL Around these two foci all of his analysis turns. The 
Being of God, Augustine finds, forever eludes the limits of 
human language. God moves on the plane of eternity, which 
is different from the order of time. Yet he is the Ground of 
all temporal existence, the Source of all created being. In 
him is the fullness of being and the fullness of moral good. 
Further, he is active and djTiamic, continually creating and 
sustaining life, ordering the stars in their courses and men in 
their history. He is omnipotent sovereign, making even the 
willful rebellion of men, as w^ell as their obedience, praise 
him and serve his purposes. In describing the Ultimate One, 
the King of the Universe, Augustine uses sometimes the 
more abstract and impersonal vocabulary drawn from the 
Platonists, but more often he employs the vivid and personal 
language drawn from the Hebraic tradition of the Bible. 

God created the world, along with time, as good in its 
essential nature. Since the created order is in time, it does not 
even in its highest form shade into the level of being that 
God enjoys in eternity, but always stands over against God, 
as created from Creator. Given with creation is a certain scale 
or ladder of being. (Here Augustine adopts the idea of the 
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“chain of being” which Plato suggests and the neo-Platonist 
Plotinus elaborates.) At the top of the scale is the level of 
“soul,” the noncorporeal faculty distinctive of men and angels, 
whose highest reach is Mind, with its gift of memory, fore¬ 
sight, and intellection. Body, whose essential quality is exten¬ 
sion in space, is a good but lesser level of creation. Below 
Body there exists no Devil, or Evil Sovereign, but only the 
absence of Being or nothingness. 

In this harmonious order of things, man has his distinctive 
place. He is created “half-way between the angels and the 
beasts,” with a mind to comprehend truth and, above all, a 
will (voluntas) to love. It is so designed by the Creator that 
it must attach itself to some object; it must always be set on 
something. Moreover, “where your treasure is, there shall 
your heart be also”; that is, a man is as he loves. He is good 
as his will is turned to the higher in the order of Being, evil as 
it is turned toward the lower. 

In the original state of creation, represented by the life in 
the Garden of Eden, man (Adam) freely loved God in perfect 
and happy obedience. But through his own voluntary de¬ 
cision, ho turned his will away from the Creator to the lower 
level of created things and particularly to himself. He chose 
to be under his own dominion, the king of his own castle, 
rather than under the dominion of God. This is the_sin of 
pride and presumption, the “original” or basic sin. It. does 
notjstem from hate, or the absence of love, but from ajmisdi- 
rected love. This dark aspect of human life Augustine under¬ 
scored, so subtly yet pervasively had he found it present in 
his own experience and in the behavior of men in history. 
The inhumanities and miseries of life, then, he ascribed to no 
metaphysical principle of evil, but to Adam’s first misdirec¬ 
tion of love, resulting in a dislocation and degradation in 
which human beings since Adam have been deeply involved. 

As “fallen” children of Adam we are caught in a desperate 
situation. Inwardly we are neurotic, swinging between 
moods of elevation and depression, simply because in putting 
ourselves or some other aspect of the created order at tire 
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center of our existence, we are literally eccentric, ofiF-center, 
try'ing to live a lie. In relations with other men we are given 
to lusts of the flesh and the eye, wanton licentiousness, aggres¬ 
sive ambition, and personal or group imperialisms by which 
we try to lord it over others. Inevitably conflicts of rival im¬ 
perialisms take place, which make a hell on earth. To deepen 
the darkness of the human situation, as Augustine insists in 
his criticism of the Pelagians, we arc powerless to lift our¬ 
selves up out of the morass. We are free to slide down further 
on the scale, but not to move up. Any self-help program of 
salvation is doomed from the start, because in tiding to turn 
ourselves away from ego-centricity we are trying to be the 
lifter and the to-be-lifted, a spiritual as much as a physical im¬ 
possibility. We lack the leverage point outside ourselves from 
which alone we can be redeemed. 

Salvation is possible only through the grace of God as it 
comes into history in Jesus Christ and his church. The re¬ 
demption of man takes place simply when his off-centered 
existence is abandoned and his will is converted back to God, 
who is the true Center. The restoring grace of God must be 
free and unmerited, granted by God to some, denied to 
others, in ways beyond man’s understanding. To have grace 
contingent on man’s own decision for God would cut in on 
the sovereignty of the Creator. Where the quivering needle 
of the compass of a man’s will is turned again to God, it is the 
magnetic attraction of the Divine Pole which is really doing 
the turning. Man comes again to love God as llis love pulls 
him toward Himself. 

The redeemed state for man is the recovery of order, the 
ideal harmony recaptured out of the disharmony of disobedi¬ 
ence. Never can this salvation be fullv achieved in this tem- 

--- . .. 

poral life. Itjs a promise more than a full actuality, a direction 
more than an arrival. It is no less real for being unful¬ 
filled, however. The redeemed man is freed from the free¬ 
dom only to sin and now has the freedom not to sin, and he is 
set on the right road. But there always remains in this life 
the possibility of bad choices, of detours into bogs, and the 
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nagging discouragements and frustrations that hamper finite 
existence. The final achievement of salvation, a full recovery 
of perfect harmony, must therefore await the next life, an 
eternal bliss to which the saved Christian looks forward in 
hope. It is that mode of existence where he will be free only 
to love God and to join with the angels in singing praises to 
God, the goal of all his conscious and unconscious striving. 

This theoiy of the nature of the God-man relationship Au¬ 
gustine applies socially as well as individually. In The City 
of God he develops the thesis that a society, as well as a per¬ 
son, can best be interpreted by ascertaining its common love, 
or, to use modem leirns, its integrating principle. In the 
history of the world, Augustine believes, there jaie.lwQ.essen- 
tial communities running parallel in time. One is the^ ch/i<rt.s‘ 
Deij that community of men who are bound togetlier by a 
common love of God. This community he traces from Adam 
through Christ to its closest approximation in his own time, 
the Christian church. lie is well aware that in the actual 
church there are others than pure lovers of God. The institu¬ 
tional church cannot be equated by any means with the per¬ 
fect society. But its motivating spirit qualifies it to stand as 
the divine communitv in history. The opposite society is the 
civitas terrem, built upon the love o f power, which is the 
politicariorm of self-love and aggressive pride. Tliis city has 
been exemplified in the various empires of history, the Roman 
the latest. Again, the Roman empire cannot be equated with 
the city of earth as totally bad, since even in its corruption it 
embodies a relative good, preserving the conditions of civil 
order and peace in the world against the floods of anarchy 
and barbarism. Nonetheless, it is a societv essentially of the 
world in its integrating principle. It cannot be the tme com¬ 
munity to which the Christian gives final allegiance. These 
two cities will exist down to the end of time. But by the very 
nature of Gods plan the city of earth is even now on the 
wane—witness the sack of Rome by Alaric—and the city of 
God will be triumphant in the new order established at the 
Day of Judgment. 
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What constitutes the good life for the Christian? The 
question of moral ity centers immediately not upon intellec- 
t ual perce ption, nor on outward hehaviorTTiut upon the in- 
ward^w^ “For when there is a question as to whether a man 
Ls good, one does not ask what he believes, or what he hopes, 
but what he loves.”“ The single essential to moral goodness 
is the right direction of the will toward God. The love of 
God is the ultimate form of Christian decision into which the 
various contents of specific behavior arc to be put, accord¬ 
ing to the time and circmnstanccs. Augustine went so far as 
to say, “Love God, and do what you want.” This counsel is 
more exacting than it sounds. If one loved God truly, one 
would be constrained not to do “any old” thing that whim 
dictated, but to seek what God willed for the particular new 
situation. 

Such a God-directed love, which Augustine calls caritas, 
is right because it is in keeping with the order of creation. 
The happiness we seek is a kind of peace, a “coming to 
rest” in proper place. “The peace of all things is the tran- 
quilhty of order.”"* When we love created things, rather than 
the Creator, our love is disordered, unsatisfying, and in¬ 
satiable, since it is directed toward relative and contingent 
reality rather than the Really Real. This sort of love, turned 
downward away from the Eternal God toward the temporal 
world, Augustine caWs cupiditqs.) Arc we, then, to have no 
love for the created world, the beauty of the tinning stars and 
seasons, our neighbors, and ourselves? Augustine’s answer 
here is important: We are not to love these as final, but to 
love God as he is evident in these things, or, to put it shortly, 
to love these “in God” and not in themselves. “If bodies 
please Thee, praise God on occasion of them, and turn back 
thy love upon their maker, lest in these things that please 
thee, thou displease.” “So our souls may from their weariness 
arise toward Thee, leaning on those things which Thou hast 

2 Enchiridion, chap, cxvii. 

8 The City of Cod, Bk. XIX, chap. xui. 
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created, and passing on to Thyself, who madcst them wonder¬ 
fully.”^ 

The love of God also transforms all of the respectable vir¬ 
tues of the civilized man. In Augustine’s culture, semi-Chris¬ 
tian and semiclassical, the ethical creed of the average pagan 
citizen was phrased by a fidelity to the four Greek virtues: 
wisdom, courage, temperance, justice. If a man realized 
these, said the Greek sages, he would find the highest happi¬ 
ness the world can give. Augustine swings radically away 
from the Greek tradition in saying, not that these virtues are 
evil in themselves, but that their worth is detennined by tlie 
total intention in which they are cultivated. When sought for 
the sake of self-love, they are self-defeating. They become 
“sphmdid vices.” When these virtues are transformed by tlie 
love of God, turned from their temporal and merely human 
context in which the Greeks conceived them to an eternal 
and transcendent object, they become highly worthfiil. The 
con\^crsion of tlie Greek ideals of wisdom, courage, temper¬ 
ance, and justice by the Christian ideal of love typifies sharply 
a motif that runs through all of Augustine’s thought: his be¬ 
lief that the truth of Christianity is not to be laid alongside 
Greek wisdom, or put on top of it as a superstructure, but is 
to convert and permeate and redeem it. 

The treatise “Of the Morals of tlic Catholic Church” (pp. 
110-18) was written about 388 as one of Augmstine’s early 
attacks against the Manicheism from which he had turned. 
Over against Manichean errors, he sets forth the essentials of 
the ideal Christian life. At least in the first few pages, he 
employs the method of rational argument, since he is writing 
for those who accept reason as their only guide and will take 
nothmg on faith. It is apparent, however, that implicitly he 
presupposes the Christian-Platonic scale of Being, as an 
a priori assumption of his argument. In the latter part of this 
treatise Augustine shifts to an open avowal of the authority of 
Scripture but with no sacrifice of the requirements of logic 
and rational cogency. 


^ Confessions, Bk. IV, chap, xviii; Bk. V, chap. i. 
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Augustine’s ethical theory is set within a world view and 
a philosophy of history that he spells out in his famous City 
of God (pp. 118-39), which contains his reflections on the 
tumultuous and despairing times in which he lived. The 
selections used here are on the themes of the original good¬ 
ness of creation, the source of evil and the Fall of man (based 
on Genesis 3), the nature of the two cities, and the Christian’s 
attitude toward this world. 


SOURCES 

From 

St. Augustine: Of the Morals of the Cathouc CHuncii® 
The Chief Good of Man 

How, according to reason, ought man to live? We all cer¬ 
tainly desire to live happily; and there is no human being but 
assents to this statement almost before it is made. But the 
title happy cannot, in my opinion, belong either to him who 
has not what he loves, whatever it may be, or to him who has 
what he loves if it is hiurtful, or to him who does not love what 
he has, although it is good in perfection. For one who seeks 
what he cannot obtain suffers torture, and one who has got 
what is not desirable is cheated, and one who does not seek 
for what is worth seeking for is diseased. Now in all these 
cases the mind cannot but be imhappy, and happiness and 
unhappiness cannot reside at the same time in one man; so 
in none of these cases can the man be happy. I find, then, a 
fourth case, where the happy hfe exists—when that which is 
man’s chief good is both loved and possessed. For what do 
we call enjoyment but having at hand the objects of love? 

This material is from The Wfitinf>!i against the Manicheans and against 
the Donatists (A Select Library of the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, First 
Scric.s, ed. Philip Schaff, Vol. IV [New York: The Christian Literature Pub¬ 
lishing Co., 1886-90]). 
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And no one can be happy who does not enjoy what is man’s 
chief good, nor is there any one who enjoys this who is not 
happy. We must then have at hand our chief good, if we 
think of living happily. 

We must now inquire what is man’s chief good, which of 
cour.se cannot be anything inferior to man himself. For who¬ 
ever follows after what is inferior to himself, becomes himself 
inferior. But every man is bound to follow what is best. 
Wherefore man’s chief good is not inferior to man. Is it then 
something similar to man himself? It must be so, if there is 
nothing above man which he is capable of enjoying. But if 
we find something which is both superior to man, and can be 
possessed by the man who loves it, who can doubt that in 
seeking for happiness man should endeavor to reach that 
which is more excellent than the being who makes the en¬ 
deavor. For if happiness consists in the enjoyment of a good 
than which there is nothing better, which we call the chief 
good, how can a man be properly called happy who has 
not yet attained to his chief good? Or how can that be the 
cltief good beyond which something better remains for us to 
arrive at? Such, then, being the chief good, it must be some¬ 
thing which cannot be lost against the will. For no one can 
feel confident regarding a good which he knows can be taken 
from him, although he wishes to keep and cherish it. But if 
a man feels no confidence regarding the good which he en¬ 
joys, how can he be happy while in such fear of losing it?** 

Now if we ask what is the chief good of the body, reason 
obliges us to admit that it is that by means of which the body 
comes to be in its best state. But of all the things which in¬ 
vigorate the body, there is nothing better or greater than the 
soul. The chief good of the body, then, is not bodily pleasure, 
not absence of pain, not strength, not beauty, not swiftness, 
or whatever else is usually reckoned among the goods of the 
body, but simply the soul. For all the things mentioned the 
soul supplies to the body by its presence, and, what is above 
them all, life. Hence I conclude that the soul is not the chief 
good of man, whether we give the name of man to soul and 

® “Of tlie Morals of llie Catholic Church," chap. iii. 
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body together, or to the soul alone. For as, according to rea¬ 
son, the chief good of the body is that which is better than 
the body, and from which the body receives vigor and life, so 
whether the soul itself is man, or soul and body both, we must 
discover whether there is anything which goes before the 
soul itself, in following which the soul comes to the perfection 
of good of which it is capable in its own kind. If such a thing 
can be found, all imcertaintv must be at an end, and we must 
pronounce this to be really and truly the chief good of man.” 

No one will question that virtue gi\es perfection to the 
soul. But it is a veiy^ proper subject of inquiry whether this 
virtue can exist by itself or only in the soul. Here again arises 
a profound discussion, needing lengthy treatment; but per¬ 
haps my summary will serv’e the purpose. In either case, 
whether virtue can exist bv itself without the soul, or can exist 
only in the soul, undoubtedly in the pursuit of virtue the soul 
follows after something, and this must be either the soul it¬ 
self, or virtue, or .something else. But if the soul follows after 
itself in the pursuit of virtue, it follows after a foolisli thing; 
for before obtaining virtue it is foolish. Now the height of a 
follower’s desire is to reach that which he follows after. So 
the soul must either not wish to reach what it follows after, 
which is utterly absurd and unreasonable, or, in following 
after itself while fooli.sh, it reaches the folly which it flees 
from. But if it follows after virtue in the desire to reach it, 
how can it follow what does not exist? or how can it desire to 
reach what it already possesses? Either, therefore, virtue 
exists beyond the soul, or if we are not allowed to give the 
name of virtue except to the habit and di.sposition of the wise 
soul, which can exist only in the soul, we must allow that the 
soul follows after something else in order that virtue may be 
produced in itself; for neither by following after nothing, nor 
by following after folly, can the soul, according to my reason¬ 
ing, attain to wisdom. 

This something else then, by following after which the soul 
becomes possessed of virtue and wisdom, is either a wise man 
or God. But we have said already that it must be something 

7 Ihid.» chap. v. 
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that we cannot lose against our will. No one can think it nec¬ 
essary to ask whether a wise man, supposing we are content 
to follow after him, can be taken from us in spite of our un¬ 
willingness or our persistence. God then remains, in follow¬ 
ing after whom we live well, and in reaching whom we live 
both well and happily. If any deny God’s existence, why 
should I consider the method of dealing with them, when it 
is doubtful whether they ought to be dealt with at all? At 
any rate, it would require a different starting-point, a differ¬ 
ent plan, a different investigation from what we are now en¬ 
gaged in. I am now addressing those who do not deny the 
existence of God, and who, moreover, allow that human af¬ 
fairs are not disregarded by Him. For there is no one, I sup¬ 
pose, who makes any profes.sion of religion but will hold that 
divine Providence cares at least for our souls.® 

The Love of God 

Let us see how the Lord Himself in the gospel has taught 
us to live; how, too, Paul the apostle—for the Manichaeans 
dare not reject these Scriptures. Let us hear, O Christ, what 
chief end Thou dost prcscrilje to us; and that is evidently the 
chief end after which we are told to strive with supreme affec¬ 
tion. “Thou shalt love,” He says, “the Lord thy God.” Tell 
me also, I pray Thee, what must be the measure of love; for 
I fear lest the desire enkindled in my heart should either ex¬ 
ceed or come short in fervor. “With all thy heart,” He says. 
Nor is that enough. “With all thy soul.” Nor is it enough yet. 
“With all thy mind.” What do you wish more? I might, per¬ 
haps, wish more if 1 could see the possibility of more. What 
does Paul say on this? “We know,” he says, “that all things 
issue in good to them that love God.” Let him, too, say what is 
the measure of love. “Who then,” he says, “shall separate us 
from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or perse¬ 
cution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or the sword?” We 
have heard, then, what and how much we must love; this we 
must strive after, and to this we must refer all our plans. The 

* IhirJ., chap. vi. 
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perfection of all oiir good things and our perfect good is God. 

must neither come short of this nor go beyond it: the one 
is dangerous, the other impossible.* 

Following after God is the desire of happiness; to reach 
God is happiness itself. Wt'jfpllow after God by loving Him; 
we reach Him, not by becoming entirely what He is, but in 
nearness to Plim, and in w'onderful and immaterial contact 
.with Him, and in being inwardly illuminated and occupied 
*by His truth and holiness. He is light itself; we get en¬ 
lightenment from Him. The greatest commandment, there¬ 
fore, which leads to happy life, and the first, is this: “Thou 
shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and soul, and 
mind.” For to those who love the Lord all things issue in 
good. If, then, to those who love God all things issue in good, 
and if, as no one doubts, the chief or perfect good is not only 
to be loved, but to be loved so that nothing shall be loved bet¬ 
ter, as is expressed in the words, “With all thy soul, with all 
thy heart, and with all thy mind,” who, I ask, will not at once 
conclude, when these things are all settled and mo.st surely 
believed, that our chief good which we must hasten to arrive 
at in preference to all other things is nothing else than God? 
And then, if nothing can separate us from Ilis love, must not 
this be surer as well as better than any other good?’" 

The farther the mind departs from God, not in spaec, but 
in affection and lust after things below Him, the more it is 
filled with folly and wTetchedness. So by love it returns to 
God—a love w'hich places it not along with God, but under 
Him. And the more ardor and eagerness there is in this, the 
happier and more elevated will the mind be, and with God as 
sole governor it will be in perfect liberty. Henee it must 
know that it is a creature. It must believe what is the truth— 
that its Creator remains ever possessed of the inviolable and 
immutable nature of truth and wisdom, and must confess, 
even in view of the errors from which it desires deliverance, 
that it is liable to folly and falsehood. But then again, it must 
take care that it be not separated by the love of the other 

** Ibid., chap. viii. 

Ibid., chap. xi. 
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creature, that is, of this visible world, from the love of God 
Himself, which sanctifies it in order to lasting happiness. No 
other creature, then—for we are ourselves a creature—sepa¬ 
rates us from the love of God which is in Christ Jesus our 
Lord.^> 


The Conversion of the Greek Virtues 

As to virtue leading us to a happy life, I hold^yirtue to be 
nothing else than perfect love of God. For the fourfold divi¬ 
sion of virtue I regard as taken from hwr forms of love. For 
these four virtues (would that all felt their influence in their 
minds as they have their names in their mouths!), I should 
have no hesitation in defining them: that' temperance is love 
giving itself entirely to that which is lovcdj'fortituJii^is love 
readily bearing all things for the sake of the loved object; 
justice is love seeing only the loved object, and therefore 
ruling rightly; prudenctj' is love distinguishing with sagacity 
between what hinders it and what helps it. The object of this 
love is not anything, but only God, the chief good, the high¬ 
est wisdom, the perfect harmony. So we may express the 
definition thus: that temperance is love keeping itself entire 
and ineornipt for God; fortitude is love bearing everything 
readily for the sake of God; justice is love serving God only, 
and therefore nding well all else, as subject to man; prudence 
is love making a right distinction between what helps it 
towards God and what might hinder it.’® 

First, then, let us consider temperance, which promises us 
a kind of integrity and incorruption in the love by which we 
are united to God. The office of temperance is in restraining 
and quieting the passions which make us pant for tho.se things 
which turn us away from the laws of God and from the en¬ 
joyment of His goodness, that is, in a word, from the happy 
life. For there is the abode of truth; and in enjoying its con¬ 
templation, and in cleaving closely to it, we are assuredly 

Ibid., chap. xii. 

^2 Ibid., chap. xv. 
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happy; but departing from this, men become entangled in 
great errors and sorrows. 

The whole duty of temperance, then, is to put off the old 
man, and to be renewed in God—that is, to scorn all bodily 
delights and the popular applause, and to turn the whole love 
to things divine and unseen.’* 

The man, then, who is temperate in such mortal and tran¬ 
sient things has his rule of life confinned by both Testaments, 
that he should love none of these things, nor think them de¬ 
sirable for their own sakes, but should use them as far as is 
required for the purposes and duties of life, with the modera¬ 
tion of an employer instead of the ardor of a lover.” 

On fortitude we must be brief. The love, them, of which 
we speak, which ought with all sanctity to bum in desire for 
God, is called temperance, in not seeking for earthly things, 
and fortitude, in bearing the lo.ss of them. But among all 
things which are possessed in this life, the body is, by God’s 
most righteous laws, for the sin of old, man’s heaviest bond, 
which is well knowm as a fact, but most incomprehensible in 
its mystery. For the soul loves it from the force of habit, not 
knowing that by using it well and wisely its resurrection and 
reformation will, by the divine help and decree, be without 
any trouble made subject to its authority. But when the sotil 
turns to God wholly in this love, it knows these things, and 
so will not only disregard death, but will even desire it. 

Then there is the great stniggle with pain. But there is 
nothing, though of iron hardness, which the fire of lovc^ c-an- 
not subdue. And when the mind is carried up to God in this 
love, it will soar above all torture free and glorious, with 
wings beauteous and unhurt, on which chaste love rises to 
the embrace of God. Otherwise God must allow the lovers 
of gold, the lovers of praise, the lovers of women, to have 
more fortitude than the lovers of Himself, though love in 
those cases is rather to be called passion or lust. And yet 
even here we may see with what force the mind presses on 
with unflagging energy, in spite of all alarms, towards what it 

Ibid., chap. xix. 

Ibid., chap. xxi. 
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love.s; and we learn that we should bear all things rather than 
forsake God, since those men bear so much in order to forsake 
Him.’® [There follows a summar)'^ treatment of justice and 
prudence as converted by the love of God.] 

Love of Self and T^eighhor 

To proceed to what remains. It may be thought that there 
is nothing here about man himself, the lover. But to think 
this, shows a want of clear perception. For it is impossible 
for one who loves God not to love himself. For he alone has 
a proper love for himself who aims diligently at the attain¬ 
ment of the chief and true good; and if this is nothing else 
but God, as has been shown, what is to prevent one who loves 
God from loving himself? And then, among men should there 
be no bond of mutual love? Yea, verily; so that we can think 
of no surer step towards the love of God than the love of man 
to man. 

i.et the Lord then supply us with the other precept in an¬ 
swer to the question about the precepts of life; for He was 
not satisfied with one as knowing that God is one thing and 
man another, and that the difference is nothing less than 
that between the Creator and the thing created in the like¬ 
ness of its Creator. He says then that the second precept is, 
*‘Thou shalt love they neighbor as thyself.” Now you love 
\ourself suitably when \ ou love God better than yourself. 
What, then, you aim at in vourself you must aim at in your 
neighbor, namely, thatJic may love God with a perfect affec- 
tion. For you do not love him as yourself, unless you try to 
draw him to that good which you are yourself pursuing. For 
this is the one good which has room for all to pursue it 
along with thee. From this precept proceed the duties of 
human .society, in which it is hard to keep from error. But the 
first thing to aim at is, that we should be benevolent, that is, 
that we cherish no malice and no evil design against another. 
For man is the nearest neighbor of man. 

Ibid., chap. xxii. 
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But as a man may sin against another in two ways, either 
by injuring him or by not helping him when it is in his power, 
and as it is for these things which no loving man would do 
that men are called wicked, all that is required is, I think, 
proved by these words, “The love of our neighbor worketh 
no iB.” And if wc cannot attain to good unless we first desist 
from working evil, our love of our neighbor is a sort of cradle 
of our love to God, so that, as it is said, “the love of our neigh¬ 
bor worketh no ill,” we may rise from this to these other 
words, “Wc know that all things issue in good to them that 
love God.” The main point is this, that no one should think 
that while he despises his neighbor he will come to happiness 
and to the God whom he Ioa cs. 

These things require more than mere good-will, and can 
be done only by a high degree of thoughtfulness and pru¬ 
dence, which belongs only to those to whom it is given by 
God, the source of all good.*® 


From 

St. Augustine: The City of God*^ 

Disorder in the Order of Creation 

All natures inasmuch as they are, and have therefore a 
rank and species of their own, and a kind of internal harmony, 
are certainly good. And when they arc in the places assigned 
to them by the order of their nature, they preserve such being 
as they have received. And those things which have not re¬ 
ceived everlasting being, are altered for better or for worse, 
so as to suit the wants and motions of those things to which 
the Creators law has made them subservient; and thus they 
tend in the divine providence to that end which is embraced 
in the general scheme of the government of the universe. So 
that, though the corruption of transitory and perishable things 

Ibid ., chap. xxvi. 

The City of God, trans. Marcus Dods (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1871). 
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brings them to utter destruction, it does not prevent their 
producing that which was designed to be their result. And 
this being so, God, who supremely is, and who therefore 
created every being which has not supreme existence (for 
that which was made of nothing could not be equal to Him, 
and indeed could not be at all had He not made it), is not 
to be found fault with on account of the creature’s faults, but 
is to be praised in view of the natures He has made.^*^ 

Thus the tnie cause of the blessedness of the good angels 
is found to be this, that they cleave to Him who supremely is. 
And if we ask the cause of the misery of the bad, it occurs to 
us, and not unreasonablv, that thev are miserable because 
they have forsaken Him who supremely is, and .ha-ve..tumed 
to themselves who have no sueh essence. And this vice, 
what else is it called that! pride?.)For “pr ide is the beginning 
of sin.” They were unwilling, then, to preserve their strength 
for God; and as adherence to God was the condition of their 
enjoying an ampler being, they diminished it by preferring 
themselves to Him. This was the first defect, and the first im¬ 
poverishment, and the first flaw of their nature, which was 
created, not indeed supremely existent, btit finding its bless¬ 
edness in the enjoyment of the Supreme Being; whilst by 
abandoning Him it should become, not indeed no nature at 
all, but a nature with a less ample existence, and therefore 
wretched. 

If the further question be asked. What was the efficient 
cause of their evil will? there is none. For what is it wdiich 
makes the will bad, when it is the will itself which makes 
the action bad? And consequently the bad will is the cause 
of the bad action, but nothing is the efficient cause of the 
bad will. For if anything is the cause, this thing either has 
or has not a will. If it has, the will is either good or bad. If 
good, who is so left to himself as to say that a good will 
makes a will bad? For in this case a good will would be the 
cause of sin; a most absurd supposition. On the other hand, 
if this hypothetical thing has a bad will, I wish to know what 

« Ihid., Bk. XII, chap. v. 
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made it so; and that we may not go on for ever, I ask at 
once, what made the first evil will bad? For that is not the 
first which was itself corrupted by an evil will, but that is the 
first which was made evil bv no other will. For if it were pre¬ 
ceded bv that which made it evil, that will was first 
which made the other evil. But if it is replied, “Nothing made 
it evil; it always was evil,” I ask if it has been existing in some 
nature. For if not, then it did not exist at all; and if it did 
exist in some nature, then it vitiated and corrupted it, and 
injured it, and consequently deprived it of good. And there¬ 
fore the evil will could not exist in an evil nature, but in a 
nature at once good and mutable, which this vice could in¬ 
jure. For if it did no injiuy, it was no vice; and consequently 
the will in which it was, could not be called evil. But if it 
did injury, it did it by taking away or diminishing good. And 
therefore there could not be from eternity, as was suggested, 
an evil will in that thing in which there had been previously 
a natural good, which the evil will w'as abk' to diminish by 
corrupting it. If, then, it was not from eternity, who, I ask, 
made it? The only thing that can be suggested in re])lv is, 
that something which itself had no will, made the will evil. 
I ask, tlien, whether this thing was superior, inferior, or equal 
to it? If superior, then it is better. How, then, has it no will, 
and not ratlier a good will? The same reasoning applies if it 
was equal; for so long as two things have equally a good 
will, the one cannot produce in the otht^r an evil will. Then 
remains the supposition that that which comipted the will 
of the angelic nature which first sinned, was itself an inferior 
thing without a will. But that thing, be it .of the lowest and 
most earthly kind, is certainly itself good, since it is a nature 
£md being, with a form and rank of its own in its own kind 
and order. How, then, can a good thing be the efficient 
cause of an evil will? How, I say, can good be the cause of 
evil? For when the will abandons what is above itself, and 
turns to what is lower, it becomes evil—not because that is 
evil to which it turns, but because the tmning itself is wicked. 
Therefore it is not an inferior thing which has made the .will 
evil, but it is itself which has become so by wickedly and in- 
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ordinately desiring an inferior thing. For if two men, alike in 
physical and moral constitution, see the same corporal beauty, 
and one of them is excited by the sight to desire an illicit en¬ 
joyment, while the other stedfastly maintains a modest re¬ 
straint of his will, what do we suppose brings it about, that 
there is an evil will in the one and not in the other? What pro¬ 
duces it in the man in whom it exists? Not the bodily beauty, 
for that was presented equally to the gaze of both, and yet 
did not produce in both an evil will. Did the flesh of the 
one cause the desire as he looked? liut why did not the flesh 
of the other? Or was it the disposition? But why not the 
disposition of both? For we are supposing that both were of 
a like temperament of body and soul. Must we, then, say 
that the one was tempted by a secret suggestion of the evil 
spirit? As if it was not by his ovni will that he consented to 
this su?eeslion and to anv inducement whatever! This con- 
sent, then, this evil will which he presented to the evil suasive 
influence—what was the cause of it, we ask? For, not to delay 
on such a difiBculty as this, if both are tempted equally, and 
one yields and consents to the temptation, while the other 
remains unmoved by it, what other account can we give of the 
matter than this, that the one is willing, the other unwilling, 
to fall awav from chastitv? And what causes this but their 

r J 

own wills, in cases at least such as we are supposing, where 
the temperament is identical?'” 

This I do know, that the nature of God can never, no¬ 
where, nowise be defective, and that natures made of nothing 
can. These latter, however, the more being they have, and the 
more good they do (for then they do something positive), the 
more they have efficient causes; but in so far as they are de¬ 
fective in being, and consequently do evil (for then what is 
their work but vanity?), they have deficient causes. And I 
know likewise, that the will could not become evil, were it 
unwilling to become so; and therefore its failings are justly 
punished, being not necessary, but voluntary. For its defec¬ 
tions are not to evil things, but are them.selves evil; that is to 
say, are not towards things that are naturally and in them- 
lUd., Bk. XII, cliap. vi. 
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selves evil, but the defection of the will is evil, because it is 
contrary to the order of nature, and an abandonment of that 
which has supreme being for that which has less. For avarice 
is not a fault inherent in gold, but in the man who inordi¬ 
nately loN'cs gold, to the detriment of justice, which ought to 
be held in incomparably higher regard than gold. Neither 
is luxurv the fault of lo\ elv and charming objects, but of the 
heart that inordinately lo\'es sensual pleasures, to the neglect 
of temperance, whieh attaches us to objects more lovely in 
their spirituality, and more delectable by their incorrupti¬ 
bility. Nor yet is boasting the fault of human praise, but of 
the soul that is inordinately fond of the applause of men, and 
that makes light of the voice of conscience. Pride, too, is not 
the fault of him who delegates power, nor of power itself, but 
of the soul that is inordinately enamoured of its own power, 
and de-spi-ses the more jirst dominion of a higher auliiority. 
Consequently he who inordinately lov es the good which any 
nature possesses, even though he obtain it, himself becomes 
evil in the good, and wretched because deprived of a greater 
good.-" 


The Nature of Sin 

But the character of the human will is of moment; be¬ 
cause, if it is wrong, these motions of the soul will be wrong, 
but if it is right, they will be not merely blameless, but even 
praiseworthy. For the will is in them all; yea, none of them 
is anything else than will. For what are desire and joy but 
a volition of consent to the things we wish? And what are 
fear and sadness but a volition of aversion from the things 
which we do not wish? But when consent takes the form of 
seeking to possess the things we wish, this is called desire; 
and when consent takes the form of enjoying the things we 
wish, this is called joy. In like manner, when we turn with 
aversion from that which we do not wish to happen, this 
volition is termed fear; and when we turn away from that 
which has happened against our will, this act of will is called 
‘■‘O Ibid., Bk. XII, chap. viii. 
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sorrow. And generally in respect of all that we seek or shun, 
as a man’s will is attracted or repelled, so it is changed and 
turned into these different affections. Wherefore the man 
who lives according to God, and not according to man, ought 
to be a lover of good, and therefore a hater of evil. And 
since no one is evil by nature, but whoever is evil is evil by 
vice, he who lives according to God ought to cherish towards 
evil men a perfect hatred, so that he shall neither hate the 
man because of his vice, nor love the vice because of the 
man, but hate the vice and love the man. For the vice being 
cursed, all that ought to be loved, and nothing that ought to 
be hated, will remain.-^ 

But because God foresaw all things, and was therefore 
not ignorant that man also would fall, we ought to consider 
this holy city in connection with what God foresaw and or¬ 
dained, and not according to our own ideas, which do not 
embrace God’s ordination. For man, by his sin, could not 
disturb the divine counsel, nor compel God to change what 
He had decreed; for God’s foreknowledge had anticipated 
both—that is to say, both how evil the man whom He had 
created good should become, and what good He Himself 
should even thus derive from him. For though God is said 
to change His detemiinations (so that in a tropical sense the 
Holy Scripture says even that God repented), this is said with 
reference to man’s expectation, or the order of natural causes, 
and not with reference to that which the Almighty had fore¬ 
known that He would do. Accordingly God, as it is written, 
made man upright, and consequently with a good will. For 
if he had not had a good will, he could not have been up¬ 
right. The good will, then, is the work of God; for God 
created him with it. But the first evil will, which preceded 
all man’s evil acts, was rather a kind of falling away from the 
work of God to its own works than any positive work. And 
therefore the acts resulting were evil, not having God, but 
the will itself for their end; so that the will or the man him¬ 
self, so far as his will is bad, was as it were the evil tree bring¬ 
ing forth evil fruit. Moreover, the bad will, though it be not 
21 Ibid., Bk. XIV, chap. vi. 
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in harmony with, but opposed to nature, inasmuch as it is a 
vice or blemish, yet it is true of it as of all vice, that it cannot 
exist except in a nature, and only in a nature created out of 
nothing, and not in that which the Creator has begotten of 
Himself, as He begot the Word, by whom all things were 
made. For though God formed man of the dust of the earth, 
yet the earth itself, and every earthly material, is ab¬ 
solutely created out of nothing; and mtm’s soul, too, God 
created out of nothing, and joined to the body, when He 
made a man. But evils are so thoroughlv overcome by good, 
that though they are pennitted to exist, for the sake of dem¬ 
onstrating how the most righteous foresight of God can make 
a good use even of them, yet good can exist without evil, as 
in the true and supreme God Himself, and as in everv' in¬ 
visible and visible celestial creature that exists abo\'e this 
murky atmosphere; but evil cannot exist without good, be¬ 
cause the natures in which evil exists, in so far as they are 
natures, are good. And evil is removed, not by removing any 
nature, or part of a nature, which had been introduced by 
the c\'il, but by healing and correcting that which had been 
vitiated and depraved. Tlie will, therefore, is then Inily free, 
when it is not the slave of vices and sins. Such was it given 
us by God; and this being lost by its own fault, can only be 
restored by Him who was able at first to give it.“^ 

Our first parents fell into open disobedieiice b(icause al- 
readv they were secretly corrupted; for the evil act had never 
been done had not an evil will preceded it. And what is the 
origin of our evil will but pride? For “pride is the beginning 
of sin.” And what is pride but the craving for undue exalta¬ 
tion? And this is undue exaltation, when the soul abandons 
Him to whom it ought to cleave as its end, and becomes a 
kind of end to itself. This happens when it becomes its own 
satisfaction. And it does so when it falls away from that un¬ 
changeable good which ought to satisfy it more than itself. 
This falling away is spontaneous; for if the will had remained 
stedfast in the love of that higher and changeless good by 
which it was illumined to intelligence and kindled into love, 
-2 Ihid.f Bk. XIV, chap. xi. 
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it would not have turned away to find .satisfaction in it.self, 
and so become frigid and benighted; the woman would not 
have believed the serpent spoke the tnith, nor would the man 
have preferred the request of his wife to the command of 
God, nor have supposed that it was a venial transgression to 
cleave to the partner of his life even in a partnership of sin. 
The wicked deed, then—that is to say, the transgression of 
eating the forbidden fruit—was committed by persons who 
were already wicked. That “evil fruit” could be brought 
forth only by “a corrupt tree.” But that the tree was evil was 
not the result of nature; for certainly it could become so only 
by the vice of the will, and vice is contrary to nature. Now, 
nature could not have been depraved by vice had it not been 
made out of nothing. Consequently, that it is a nature, this 
is because it is made liy God; but that it falls away from Him, 
this is because it is made out of nothing. But man did not so 
fall away as to become ab.solutely nothing; but being turned 
towards himself, his being became more contracted than it 
was when he clave to Him who supremely is. Accordingly, 
to exist in himself, that is, to be his own sati.sfaction after 
abandoning God, is not quite to become a nonentity, but to 
approximate to that. And therefore the holy Scriptures desig¬ 
nate the proud by another name, “self-pleasers.” For it is 
good to have the heart lifted up, yet not to one’s self, for this 
is proud, but to the Lord, for this is obedient, and can be the 
act only of the humble. There is, therefore, something in 
humility which, strangely enough, exalts the heart, and some¬ 
thing in pride which debases it. Tliis seems, indeed, to be 
contradictory, that loftiness should debase and lowliness 
exalt. But pious humility enables us to submit to what is 
above us; and nothing is more exalted above us than God; 
and therefore humility, by making us subject to God, exalts 
us. But pride, being a defect of nature, Ijy the very act of 
refusing subjection and revolting from Him who is supreme, 
falls to a low condition; and then comes to pass what is writ¬ 
ten: “Thou castedst them down when they lifted up them¬ 
selves.” For he does not say, “when they had been lifted up,” 
as if first they were exalted, and then afterwards cast down; 
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blit “when they lifted up themselves” even then they were 
cast down—that is to say, the very lifting up was already a 
fall. And therefore it is that humility is specially recom¬ 
mended to the city of God as it sojoums in this world, and is 
specially exhibited in the city of God, and the person of 
Christ its King; while the contrary vice of pride, according 
to the testimony of the sacred writings, specially rules his ad¬ 
versary the devil. And certainly this is the great difference 
which distinguishes the two cities of which we speak, the one 
being the society of the godly men, the other of the ungodly, 
each associated with the angels that adhere to their party, 
and the one guided and fashioned by love of self, the other 
bv love of God.^’^ 

j 


The Two Cities 

Accordingly, two cities have been formed by two loves; 
the" eaitblyjjjy the love of self, even to the contempt of God; 
thfe heavc7i]yiby,the love of God, even to contempt of self. 
The former, in a word, glories in itself, the latter in the Lord. 
For the one seeks glor\' from men; but the greatest glory of 
the other is God, the witness of conscience. The one lifts up 
its head in its own glory; the other says to its God, “Thou 
art my glory, and the lifter up of mine head.” In the one, the 
princes and the nations it subdues are niled by the love of 
ruling; in the other, the princes and the subjects serve one 
another in love, the latter obeying, while the fonner take 
thought for all. The one delights in its own strength, repre¬ 
sented in the persons of its nders; the other says to its God, 
“I will love Thee, O Lord, my strength.” And therefore the 
wise men of the one city, living according to man, have 
sought for profit to their own bodies or souls, or both, and 
those who have knowm God “glorified Him not as God, 
neither were thankful, but became vain in their imaginations, 
and their foolish heart was darkened; professing themselves 
to be wise”—that is, glorying in their own wisdom, and being 
possessed by pride—“they became fools, and changed the 
Ibid.y Bk. XIV, chap. xiii. 
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glory of the incorruptible God into an image made like to 
corniptible man, and to birds, and four-footed beasts, and 
creeping things.” For they were either leaders or followers 
of the people in adoring images, “and worshipped and ser\^cd 
the creature more than the Creator, who is blessed for ever.” 
But in the other city there is no human wisdom, but only 
godliness, which offers due worship to the true God, and 
looks for its reward in the society of the saints, of holy angels 
as well as holy men, “that God may be all in all.”^^ 

We have already stated in the preceding })ooks that God, 
desiring not only that the human race might be able bv their 
similarity of nature to associate with one another, but also 
that they might be bound together in harinoin^ and peace bv 
the ties of relationship, was pleased to derive all men from 
one individual, and cremated man with such a nature that the 
members of the race should not have died, had not the two 
first (of whom the one was created out of nothing, and the 
other out of him) merited this by their disobedience; for by 
them so great a sin was committed, that by it the human 
nature was altered for the worse, and was transmitted also 
to their posterity, lialffe to sin and subject to death. And the 
kingdom of death so reigned over men, that the deserved 
penallv of sin would have hurled all headlong even into the 
second death, of which there is no end, had not the unde¬ 
served grace of God saved some therefrom. And thus it has 
come to pass, that though there are verv’^ many and great 
nations all over the earth, whose rites and customs, speech, 
arms, and dress, are distinguished by marked differences, yet 
there are no more than two kinds of human societv, which 
we may justly call two cities, according to the language of 
our Scriptures. The one consists of those who wish to live 
after the flesh, the other of those who wish to live after the 
spirit; and when they severally achieve what they wish, they 
live in peace, each after their kind.®® 

First, we must sec what it is to live after the flesh, and 
what to live after the spirit. For any one who either does not 

24 Ihid., Bk. XIV, chap, xxvii. 

25 Ibid,, Bk. XIV, chap. i. 
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recollect, or does not sufficiently weigh, the language of 
sacred Scripture, may, on first hearing what we have said, 
suppose that the Epicurean philosophers live after the flesh, 
because they place man’s highest good in bodily pleasure; 
and that those others do so who have been of opinion that in 
some form or other bodily good is man’s supreme good; and 
that the mass of men do so who, without dogmatizing or 
philosophizing on the subject, are so prone to lust that they 
cannot delight in any pleasure save such as they receive from 
bodily sensations: and he may suppose that the Stoics, who 
place the supreme good of men in the soul, live after the 
spirit; for what is man’s soul, if not spirit? But in the sense 
of the divine Scripture both are proved to live after the flesh. 

Since, then. Scripture uses the word flesh in many ways, 
which there is not time to collect and investigate, if we are to 
ascertain what it is to live after the flesli (which is certainly 
evil, though the nature of flesh is not itself evil), we must 
carefully examine that passage of the epistle which the 
Apostle Paul wrote to the Galatians, in wliicli he says, “Now 
the works of the flesh are manifest, which are these: adulteiy, 
fomication, uncleanness, lasciviousness, idolatry^ witchcraft, 
hatred, variance, emulations, wrath, strife, seditions, heresies, 
envyings, murders, drunkenness, rcvellings, and sucli like: of 
the which I tell you before, as I have also told you in time 
past, that they which do such things shall not inherit the 
kingdom of God.” This whole passage of the apostolic epistle 
being considered, so far as it bears on the matter in hand, 
will be sufiBcierit to answer the question, w^hat it is to live after 
the flesh. For among the works of the flesh which he said 
were manifest, and which he cited for condemnation, we find 
not only those which concern the pleasure of the flesh, as 
fornications, uncleanness, lasciviousness, drunkenness, revel- 
lings, but also those which, though they be remote from 
fleshly pleasure, reveal the vices of the soul. For who does 
not see that idolatries, witchcrafts, hatreds, variance, emula¬ 
tions, wrath, strife, heresies, envyings, are vices rather of the 
soul than of the flesh? EorJtJslqmte possibb^ for a man to 
abstain from fleshly pleasures for the sake of idolatry or some 
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heretical error; and yet, even when he does so, he is proved 
by this apostolic authority to be living after the fle.sh; and in 
abstaining from fleshly pleasure, he is proved to be practising 
damnable works of the flesh. Who that has enmity has it not 
in his soul? or who would say to his enemy, or to the man he 
thinks his enemy, You have a bad flesh towards me, and not 
rather. You have a bad spirit towards me? In fine, if any one 
heard of what I may call “carnalities,” he would not fail to 
attribute them to the carnal part of man; so no one doubts 
that “animosities” belong to the soul of man. Wliy then does 
the doctor of the Gentiles in faith and verity call all these 
and similar things works of the flesh, unless because, by that 
mode of speech whereby the part is used for the whole, he 
means us to understand by the word flc.sh the man himself?"” 

When, therefore, man lives according to man, not accord¬ 
ing to fiod, he is like the devil. Because not even an angel 
might live according to an angel, but only according to God, 
if he was to abide in the tnith, and speak God’s truth and 
not his own lie. And of man, too, the same apostle says in 
another place, “If the truth of God hath more abounded 
through my lie”;—“my lie,” he said, ajicl “God’s truth.” When, 
then, a man lives according to the truth, he lives not accord¬ 
ing to himself, but according to God; for He was God who 
said, “I am the truth.” When, therefore, man lives according 
to himself—that is, according to man, not according to God— 
assuredly he lives according to a lie; not that man himself is 
a lie, for God is his author and creator, who is certainly not 
the author and creator of a lie, but because man was made 
upright, that he might not live according to himself, but ac¬ 
cording to Him that made him—in other words, that he might 
do His will and not his own; and not to live as he was made 
to live, that is a lie. For he certainly desires to be ble.ssed 
even by not living so that he may be blessed. And what is a 
lie if this desire be not? Wherefore it is not without meaning 
said that all sin is a lie. For no sin is committed save by that 
desire or will by which we desire that it be well with us, and 
shrink from it being ill with us. That, therefore, is a lie which 
26 Ibid., Bk. XIV, chap. ii. 
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we do in order that it mav be well with us, but which makes 
us more miserable than we were. And why is this, but be¬ 
cause the source of man’s happiness lies only in God, whom 
he abandons when he sins, and not in himself, by living ac¬ 
cording to whom he sins? 

In enunciiiting this proposition of ours, then, that because 
some liv^e according to the flesh and others according to the 
spirit there have arisen two diverse and conflicting cities, we 
might ecjually well have said, “because some live according to 
man, others according to God.’ 

The Harmony of God’s Order 

Whoever gives even moderate attention to human affairs 
and to our common nature, will recognise that if there is no 
man who does not wish to be joyful, neither is there any one 
who does not wish to have peace. For even they who make 
war desire nothing but victor) —desire, that is to say, to attain 
to peace w'ith glory. For w'hat else is victory than the con¬ 
quest of those who resist us? and when this is done there is 
peace. It is therefore with the desire for peace that wars are 
waged, e\ en by those who take pleasure in exercising their 
warlike nature in command and battle. And hence it is ob¬ 
vious that peace is the end sought for by war. For every man 
seeks peace by waging war, but no man seeks war by making 
peace. For even they who intentionally interrupt the peace 
in which they are living have no hatred of peace, but only 
wish it changed into a peace that suits them better. They do 
not, therefore, wish to have no peace, but only one more to 
their mind. And in the case of sedition, when men have sepa¬ 
rated themselves from the community, they yet do not effect 
what they wish, unless they maintain some kind of peace with 
their fellow-conspirators. And therefore even robbers take 
care to maintain peace with their comrades, that they may 
with greater effect and greater safety invade the peace of 
other men. And if an individual happen to be of such un¬ 
rivalled strength, and to be so jealous of partnership, that he 

Ibid., Bk. XIV, chap. iv. 
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tru.sts himself with no comrades, but makes his own plots, and 
commits depredations and murders on his own account, yet 
he maintains some shadow of peace with such persons as he 
is unable to kill, and from whom he wishes to conceal his 
deeds. In his own home, too, he makes it his aim to be at 
peace with his wife and children, and any other members of 
his household; for unquestionably their prompt obedience to 
his every look is a source of pleasure to him. And if this be 
not rendered, he is angiy', he chides and punishes; and even 
by this storm he secures the calm peace of his own home, as 
occasion demands. For he sees that peace cannot be main¬ 
tained unless all the members of the same domestic circle be 
subject to one head, such as he himself is in his own house. 
And therefore if a city or nation offered to submit itself to 
him, to serve him in the same style as he had made his house¬ 
hold serve him, he would no longer lurk in a brigand’s hiding- 
places, but lift his head in open day as a king, though the 
same covetousness and wickedness should remain in him. 
And thus all men desire to have peace with their own circle 
whom they wi.sh to govern as suits themselves. For even those 
whom they make war against they wish to make their own, 
and impose on them the laws of their owm peace. 

For the most savage animals encompass their ovm species 
with a ring of protecting peace. They cohabit, beget, pro¬ 
duce, suckle, and bring up their young, though very many of 
them are not gregarious, but solitary—not like sheep, deer, 
pigeons, starlings, bees, but such as lions, foxes, eagles, bats. 
For what tigress does not gently purr over her cubs, and lay 
aside her ferocity to fondle them? What kite, solitary as he is 
when circling over his prey, does not seek a mate, build a nest, 
hatch the eggs, bring up the young birds, and maintain with 
the mother of his family as peaceful a domestic alliance as he 
can? How much more powerfully do the laws of man’s nature 
move him to hold fellowship and maintain peace with all men 
so far as in him lies, since even wicked men wage war to main¬ 
tain the peace of their own circle, and wish that, if possible, 
all men belonged to them, that all men and things might 
serve but one head, and might, either tluough love or fear. 
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yield themselves to peace with him! It is thus that pride in its 
perversity apes God. It abhors equality with other men un¬ 
der Him; but, instead of His rule, it seeks to impose a rule of 
its own upon its equals. It abhors, that is to say, the just 
peace of God, and loves its own unjust peace; but it cannot 
help loving peace of one kind or other. For there is no vice so 
clean contrary to nature that it obliterates even the faintest 
traces of nature. 

He, then, who prefers what is right to what is wrong, and 
what is well-ordered to what is perverted, sees that the peace 
of unjust men is not worthy to be called peace in comparison 
with the peace of the just. And yet even what is perverted 
must of necessity be in harmony with, and in dependence on, 
and in some part of the order of things, for otherwise it w'ould 
have no existence at all."'* 

The peace of the body then consists in the duly propor¬ 
tioned arrangement of its parts. The peace of the irrational 
soul is the harmonious repose of the appetites, and that of 
the rational soul the harmony of knowledge and action. The 
peace of body and soul is the well-ordered and hannonious 
life and health of the living creature. Peace between man and 
God is the well-ordered obedience of faith to eternal law'. 
Peace betw'een man and man is well-ordered concord. Do¬ 
mestic peace is the well-ordered concord between those of 
the family who rule and those who obey. Civil peace is a 
similar concord among the citizens. The peace of the celestial 
city is the perfectly ordered and harmonious enjoyment of 
God, and of one another in God. The peace of all things is 
the tranquillity of order. Order is the distribution wbich 
allots things equal and unequal, each to its own place. And 
hence, though the miserable, in so far as they are such, do 
certainly not enjoy peace, but arc severed from that tran¬ 
quillity of order in which there is no disturbance, neverthe¬ 
less, inasmuch as they are deservedly and justly miserable, 
they are by their very misery connected with order. They are 
not, indeed, conjoined with the blessed, but they are dis¬ 
joined from them by the law of order. And though they are 

28 Ibid., Bk. XIX, chap. xii. 
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disquieted, their circumstances are notwithstanding adjusted 
to them, and consequently they have some tranquillity of 
order, and therefore some peace. But they are wretched be¬ 
cause, although not wholly miserable, they are not in that 
place where any mixture of misery is impossible. They would, 
however, be more wretched if they had not that peace which 
arises from being in harmony with the natural order of things. 
When they suffer, their peaee is in so far disturbed; but their 
peaee eontinues in so far as they do not suffer, and in so far 
as their nature continues to exist. As, then, there may be life 
without pain, while there cannot be pain without some kind 
of life, so there may be peace without war, but there cannot 
be war without some kind of peace, because war supposes the 
existence of some natures to wage it, and these natures cannot 
exist without peace of one kind or other. 

And therefore there is a nature in which evil does not or 
even cannot exist; but there cannot be a nature in which 
there is no good, fjence not e^'en the nature of the devil him¬ 
self is evil, in so far as it is nature, but it was made evil by 
being perverted. Thus he did not abide in the truth, but 
could not escape the judgment of the Truth; he did not abide 
in the tranquillity of order, but did not therefore escape the 
power of the Ordainer. The good imparted by God to his na¬ 
ture did not screen him from the justice of God by which 
order was preserved in his punishment; neither did God pun¬ 
ish the good which He had created, but the evil which the 
devil had committed. God did not take back all He had im¬ 
parted to his nature, but something He took and something 
He left, that there might remain enough to be sensible of the 
loss of what was taken. And this very sensibility to pain is 
evidence of the good which has been taken away and the 
good which has been left. For, were nothing good left, there 
could be no pain on account of the good which had been 
lost. For he who sins is still worse if he rejoices in his loss of 
righteousness. But he who is in pain, if he derives no benefit 
from it, mourns at least the loss of health. And as righteous¬ 
ness and health are both good things, and as the loss of any 
good thing is a matter of grief, not of joy—if, at least, there is 



134 


CHRISTIAN ETHICS 


no compensation, as spiritual righteousness may compensate 
for the loss of bodily health—certainly it is more suitable for a 
wicked man to grieve in punishment than to rejoice in his 
fault. As, then, the joy of a sinner who has abandoned what 
is good is evidence of a bad will, so his grief for the good he 
has lost when he is punished is evidence of a good nature. 
For he who laments the peace his nature has lost is stirred to 
do so by some relics of peace which make his nature friendly 
to itself. And it is very just that in the final punishment the 
wicked and godless should in anguish bewail the loss of the 
natural advantages they enjoyed, and should perceive that 
they were most justly taken from them by that God whose 
benign liberality they had despised. God, then, the most 
wise Creator and most just Ordainer of all natures, who 
placed the human race upon earth as its greatest ornament, 
imparted to men some good things adapted to this life, to wit, 
temporal peace, such as we can enjoy in this life from health 
and safety and human fellowship, and all things needful for 
the preservation and recovery of this peace, such as the ob¬ 
jects which are accommodated to our outward senses, light, 
night, the air, and w'aters suitable for us, and everything the 
body requires to sustain, .shelter, heal, or beautify it: and all 
under this most equitable condition, that every man who 
made a good use of these advantages suited to the peace of 
his mortal condition, should receive ampler and better bless¬ 
ings, namely, the peace of immortality, accompanied by glory 
and honour in an endless life made fit for the enjoyment of 
God and of one another in God; but that he who used the 
present blessings badly should both lose them and should not 
receive the others.^** 

The whole use, then, of things temporal has a reference 
to this result of earthly peace in the earthly'^ community, while 
in the city of God it is connected with eternal peace. And 
therefore, if we were irrational animals, we should desire 
nothing beyond the proper arrangement of the parts of the 
body and the satisfaction of the appetites—nothing, therefore, 
but bodily comfort and abundance of pleasures, that the 
Ihid,, Bk. XIX, chap. xiii. 
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peace of the body might contribute to the peace of the soul. 
For if bodily peace be awanting, a bar is put to the peace 
even of the irrational soul, since it cannot obtain the grati¬ 
fication of its appetites. And these two together help out the 
mutual peace of soul and body, the peaee of harmonious life 
and health. For as animals, by shunning pain, show that they 
love bodily peace, and, by pursuing pleasure to gratify their 
appetites, show that they love peace of soul, so their .shrinking 
from death is a sufficient indication of their intense love of 
that peace which binds soul and body in close alliance. But, 
as man has a rational soul, he subordinates all this which he 
has in common with the beasts to the peace of his rational 
soul, that his intellect may have free play and may regulate 
his actions, and that he may thus enjoy the well-ordered har¬ 
mony of knowledge and action which constitutes, as we have 
said, the peace of the rational soul. And for this purpose he 
must desire to be neither molested by pain, nor disturbed by 
desire, nor extinguished by death, that he may arrive at some 
useful knowledge by which he may regulate his life and man¬ 
ners. But, owing to the liability of the human mind to fall 
into mistakes, this very pursuit of knowledge may be a snare 
to him unless he has a divine Master, w'hom he may obey 
without misgiving, and who may at the same time give him 
such help as to preserve his own freedom. And because, so 
long as he is in this mortal body, he is a stranger to God, he 
walks by faith, not by sight; and he therefore refers all peace, 
bodily or spiritual or both, to that peace which mortal man 
has with the immortal God, so that he exhibits the well- 
ordered obedience of faith to eternal law. But as this divine 
Master inculcates two precepts—the love of God and the love 
of our neighbour—and as in these precepts a man finds three 
things he has to Jove—God, himself, and his neighbour—and 
that he who loves God loves himself thereby, it follows that 
he must endeavour to get his neighbour to love God, since he 
is ordered to love his neighlx)ur as himself. He ought to 
make this endeavour in behalf of his wife, his children, his 
household, all within his reach, even as he would wish his 
neighbour to do the same for him if he needed it; and conse- 
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qiiently he will be at peace, or in well-ordered concord, with 
all men, as far as in him lies. And this is the order of this con¬ 
cord, that a man, in the first place, injure no one, and, in the 
second, do good to every one he can reach. Primarily, there¬ 
fore, his own household are his care, for the law of nature and 
of society gives him readier access to them and greater op¬ 
portunity of serving them. And hence the apostle says, “Now, 
if any provide not for his own, and specially for those of his 
own house, he hath denied the faith, and is worse than an 
infidel.” This is the origin of domestic peace, or the well-or¬ 
dered concord of those in the family who rule and those who 
obey. For they who care for the rest nile—the husband the 
wife, the parents the children, the masters the servants; and 
they who are cared for obey—the women their husbands, the 
children their parents, the servants their masters. But in the 
family of the just man who lives by faith and is as yet a pil¬ 
grim journeying on to the celestial city, even those who rule 
serve those whom they seem to command; for they rule not 
from a love of power, but from a sense of the duty they owe to 
others—not because they are proud of authority, but because 
they love mcrcy,^^ 

The Earthly Sojourn of the CAtizen of Heaven 

But the families which do not live by faith seek their peace 
in the earthly advantages of this life; while the families which 
live by faith look for those eternal blessings which are prom¬ 
ised, and use as pilgrims such advantages of time and of 
earth as do not fascinate and divert them from God, but 
rather aid them to endure with greater case, and to keep 
down the number of those burdens of the corruptible body 
.which weigh upon the soul. Thus the th ings ne cessary for 
this, mortal life arc used by both kinds of men and families 
alike, but eayhjias its own peculiar and widely different aim 
in using them. The e^thlj^ city, which does not live by faith, 
se^s an earthly peace, and the end it proposes, in the well- 
ordered concord of ewie obedience and rule, is the combina- 

3^ Ibid., Bk. XIX, chap. xiv. 
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tioti of men’.s wills to attain the things which are helpful to 
this life. The heavenly city, or rather the part of it which 
sojourns on earth and lives by faith, makes use of this peace 
only because it must, until this mortal condition which neces¬ 
sitates it shall pass away. Consequently, so long as it lives 
like a captive and a stranger in the earthly city, though it 
has already received the promise of redemption, and the gift 
of the Spirit as the earnest of it, it makes no scruple to obey 
the laws of the earthly city, whereby the things necessary for 
the maintenance of this mortal life are administered; and 
thus, as this life is common to both cities, so there is a har¬ 
mony between them in regard to what belongs to it. This 
heavenly city, then, while it sojourns on earth, calls citizens 
out of all nations, and gathers together a society of pilgrims of 
all languages, not scrupling alx)ut diversities in the manners, 
laws, and institutions whereby earthly peace is secured and 
maintained, but recognizing that, however various these are, 
they all tend to one and the same end of earthly peace. It 
therefore is so far from rescinding and abolishing these diver¬ 
sities, that it even preserves and adapts them, so long only as 
no hindrance to the worship of the one supreme and true God 
is thus introduced. Even tlie heavenly city, therefore, while 
in its state of pilgrimage, avails itself of the peace of earth, 
and, so far as it can without injuring faith and godliness, de¬ 
sires and maintains a common agreement among men regard¬ 
ing the acquisition of the necessaries of life, and makes this 
earthly peace bear upon the peace of heaven; for this alone 
can be truly called and esteemed the peace of the reasonable 
creatures, consisting as it does in the perfectly ordered and 
harmonious enjoyment of God and of one another in God. 
When we shall have reached that peace, tliis mortal life shall 
give place to one tliat is eternal, and our body shall be no 
more this animal body which by its corruption weighs down 
the soul, but a spiritual body feeling no want, and in all its 
members subjected to tlie will. In its pilgrim state the heav¬ 
enly city possesses this peace by faith; and by this faith it 
lives righteously when it refers to the attainment of tlrat 
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peace every good action towards God and man; for the life 
of the city is a social life.**^ 

But the peace which is peculiar to ourselves we enjoy now 
with God by faith, and shall hereafter enjoy eternally with 
Him by sight. But the peace which we enjoy in this life, 
whether common to all or peculiar to ourselves, is rather the 
solace of our misery than the positive enjoyment of felicity. 
Our very righteousness, too, though true in so far as it has 
respect to the true good, is vet in this life of such a kind that 
it consists rather in the remission of sins than in the perfect¬ 
ing of virtues. Witness the prayer of the whole city of God 
in its pilgrim state, for it cries to God by the mouth of all its 
members, “Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive tliose who 
trespass against us.” And this prayer is efficacious not for 
those whose faith is “without works and dead,” but for those 
whose faith “worketh bv love.” For as reason, though sub¬ 
jected to God, is yet “pressed down by the corruptible body,” 
so long as it is in this mortal condition, it has not perfect 
authority o\xn* vice, and therefore this praj er is needed by the 
righteous. For though it exercises authority, the vices do not 
submit without a struggle. For however well one maintains 
the conflict, and however thoroughly he has subdued these 
enemies, there steals in some evil thing, which, if it do not 
find ready expression in act, slips out by the lips, or insinuates 
itself into the thought; and therefore his peace is not full so 
long as he is at war witli his vices. F'or it is a doubtful conflict 
he wages with those that resist, and his victory over those 
that are defeated is not secure, but full of anxiety and effort. 
Amidst these temptations, therefore, of all which it has been 
summarily said in the divine oracles, “Is not human life upon 
earth a temptation?” who but a proud man can presume that 
he so lives that he has no need to say to God, “Forgive us our 
trespasses?” And such a man is not great, but swollen and 
puffed up with vanity, and is justly resisted by Him who abun¬ 
dantly gives grace to the humble. Whence it is said, “God 
resisteth the proud, but giveth grace to the humble.” In this, 
then, consists the righteousness of a man, that he submit him¬ 
self to God, his body to his soul, and his vices, even when they 
31 Ihid., Bk. XIX, chap, xvii. 
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rebel, to his reason, which either defeats or at least resists 
them; and also that he beg from God grace to do his duty, 
and the pardon of his sins, and that he render to God thanks 
for all the blessings he receives. But, in that final peace to 
which all our righteousness has reference, and for the sake of 
which it is maintained, as our nature shall enjoy a sound im¬ 
mortality and incorruption, and shall have no more vices, and 
as we shall experience no resistance cither from ourselves or 
from others, it will not be necessary that reason should rule 
vices which no longer exist, but God shall rule the man, and 
the soul shall rule the body, with a sweetness and facility 
suitable to the felicity of a life which is done with bondage. 
And this condition shall there be eternal, and we shall be 
assured of its eternity; and thus the peace of this blessedness 
and the blessedness of this peace shall be the supreme good.’*^ 
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Chapter 5 

ETHICS OF MONASTICISM 


When, in 1944, the Italian abbey of Monte Cassino was 
lx)mbed into nibble, the attention of the world was turned 
back fourteen hundred years. Journalists pointed out that 
since a.d. 529 in the seclusion of this abbey a mode of life had 
been lived by successive generations of Benedictine monks so 
utterly diflFerent in its premises from that of the efficient air¬ 
men sent to destroy the ancient walls that it seemed impos¬ 
sible that bombers and bombed could belong to the same civi¬ 
lization. Yet Monte Cassino was the shrine and symbol of the 
ethical ideal of monasticism, which from the time of Augus¬ 
tine until the Reformation was regarded almost universally^ as 
the Christian way' of life, and for many Christians today it re¬ 
mains so. 

Though the monastic movement did not become powerful 
until the fourth century, it had begun its development long 
before. After the age of apocalyptie expectation and perse¬ 
cution had passed, the Christian church had settled down into 
a relatively assured status as the official religion of the empire. 
It had, in a sense, gained the world but at the price of its own 
soul. Or so it appeared to a few men who saw in the worldly 
accommodations and laxities of the church an utter betrayal 
of the commands of its founder. Th£.chvirch had becorne so 
secularized that the behavior of Christians seemed hardly dis¬ 
tinguishable from that of nonbelievers. The moral ambiguity 
involved in being both a citizen of the corrupt empire, the 
city of earth, and being a “citizen of heaven” became for 
them intolerable. Under the compulsion of the commands of 
Christ, of the Greek ideal of the contemplative life, so strong 
in later Hellenistic culture, and of the natural human inclina- 
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tion to escape from a snarled and compromised situation, 
many devout laymen, particularly in the East, fled ‘'the 
world” to recapture the lost vision of God in the solitary and 
stark isolation of the? dt‘serts of Egypt. As with tlie American 
Thoreau, who fifteen hundred years later took to the woods 
“to front only the essential facts of life,” these first hennit 
monks believed that the essential facts of life, God and the 
soul, could not l)e found in a crowded culture. 

Ill the remotest mountain lairs and caves the first Christian 
monks took up their austere abodes, sulijecting themselves to 
ascetic liodily torture, dressing tluMiiselves only in the 
coarsest garments, and eating next to nothing in order to “die 
to the world” and devote their days to prayer and contempla¬ 
tion. Eastern monasticism was for the most part individual¬ 
istic and ascetic. But the movement in its Western develop- 
incMit did not long remain an individualistic, Robinson Crusoe 
affair. Practical as well as spiritual requirements soon 
brought monks together to organize their renunciation of the 
world into a corporate search under social discipline. The 
communal (or coenobitic) form of the monastic ideal became 
the normal form in the West by the time of the fourth cen¬ 
tury. Cassian, Pachoinius, and others experimented with 
various “rules” for the government of monastic orders. St. 
Augustine added his blessing to the development, commend¬ 
ing it as the highest (Christian life. But by the sixth century the 
various monastic communities whicli had spread from Italy 
into Gaul and the North were in sorry decay. I.axity and 
anarchy were prevalent. This situation was remedied for a 
time by B enedict of Nursia (480-543), who drew up in his 
Rule the principles which became standard for the monastic 
orders of subsequent centuries. Benedict’s Rule was marked 
particularly by the Latin genius for order and stability, by 
moderation in discipline in the interests of functional sim¬ 
plicity of life rather than harsh bodily self-denial, and by a 
flexibility that made the Rule adaptable to a wide range of 
changing circumstances. 

The subsequent history of the monastic ideal continued, 
however, to be one of periodic corruption and reform. This 
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was the cycle: laxity and worldliness brought on by a wave of 
popular success, then a movement back to the original rigor 
of the Rule at the inspiration of some devoted and saintly 
monk, then another era of decline. There were minor and 
major variations of this cycle. The m ost sig ni ficant reforms 
took place (1) in the late tenth century (the Cnuniac) when 
Hil debra nd attempted not only to purify monastic life but 
also to apply its rules to the regular clergy of the church, (2) 
in the twelfth century (the Cistercian), and (3) in the 
thirt£enlh centurw M'hen the Dominican and Eranciscan re- 
fomis sw'Cpt o\ er Europe. The 'Franciscan order gave a sharp 
new turn to the monastic scheme. Francis of Assisi stressed in 
radical form the ethical ideals of Benedict and even more 
what he believed to be the message of the Gospels, especially 
the re(|uirement of absolute poverty. He sent the monk out 
from the seclusion of tlie monastery into the world as preacher 
and missionary'. This new monk became a wandering friar, 
who went about preaching to the common folk the love of 
the created world, the joys of absolute poverty, and the 
peaceable humility and devotion of Christ. Even in the life¬ 
time of St. Francis, however, his movement encountered the 
usual stubborn problems on the matter of property owner¬ 
ship. A fatal schism between rigorists and moderates took 
place, the latter securing the churcirs blessing; the old accom¬ 
modation to “the world and the flesh” that Francis had set 
his heart on rooting out again followed. 

The Monastic Discipline 

The summ um bonum of thamonk was spiritual perfection 
in the contemplation and love of God, to be achieved by the 
renunciation of tlie world and the uncomproinising^ imitetipn 
of Christ. The distinguishing feature of monasticism lay not 
soTnuch in that it held this ideal as in its understanding of the 
way such a goal must be approached. The monk found his 
clue in such Gospel words as “You lack one thing; go, sell 
what you have, and give to the poor, and you will have treas- 




ETHICS OF MONASTICISM 


143 


ure in heaven; and come, follow me.”’ “Disciple” and “disci¬ 
pline” are words of the same root. To follow Christ one must 
take the narrow way, the way of sufiFcring, self-denial, and 
chastisement. “A man cannot serve two masters.” The world 
and Christ were irreconcilable sovereigns. To attempt to live 
in the world with Christian allegi.'ince was impossible. Only 
the pure in heart could see God; such purity required a 
cleansing of the self, inward and outward, of all that the 
world held dear; a cleansing not once, but perpetually, in a 
lifetime discipline that schooled the soul to habitual renuncia¬ 
tion so that it might become rich in things eternal. Three 
specific disciplines formed the way: poverty, chastity, and 
obedience. 

Poverty wa s a mark of the monk’s renunciation of the 
world’s stan3arir6ryalue^ A man’s life, in the eyes of God, 
could not consist in the abundance of things he possessed. 
Indeed, a man would always be possessed by his possessions, 
small or great, unless he cut out at the root liis inward desire to 
gain security by owmership. Even a modicum of wealth was 
a great temptation to selfishness. “i La rn an callcth aught his 
own, hejnaketh liimsclf a stranger to God,’’ wrote Basil, one 
of the monastic fathers. Private ownership of anything was 
rigidly prohibited in all the monastic rules. Whatever little 
property was necessary—.shelter, a change of garment, simple 
fare, a bed, tools to work with, a few books—was corporately 
owned by the monastery, and administered by the abbot. 
The collective ownership of property, when coupled with the 
program of hard manual labor on the soil and in the circum¬ 
stances of the feudal economic order, proved in time a serious 
strain on the ideal. Work produced wealth; integrity in¬ 
spired tnist. The monasteries became places of affluence, 
even of luxury. It was against this corruption that St. Francis, 
“married to Lady Poverty,” directed his attack, gjger^ must 
be complete, he said. If the inward possessive willwere abso¬ 
lutely denied, then corporate as well as indmdual ow nership 
would be automatically abolished. 

1 Mark 10:2L ~ 
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As the monk’s poverty—at least in theory—marked his re¬ 
nunciation of the world, his chastity marked his renunciation 
of the flesh. The most persistent demand of the flesh, tire 
more compelling the more denied, was that of sex. Some 
monastic writers looked on the sex drive with hon'or as 
demonic and at best “God’s one mistake in creation.” Others 
granted sex to be necessary for the continuation of the race, 
upon which even personnel for the monastery must depend. 
Yet, as Jerome bluntly put it: “Marriage populates the earth, 
virginity populates heaven.” The perfect way of life, the 
pursuit of tlie vision of God, must be imtrammeled by the 
distractions of family life, the yammering of children, as well 
as by sexual self-indulgence. Sex seemed one of the c-om- 
monest wiles of the devil whereby a man was led to exploit 
others for his own self-interest. The vow to celibacy, then, 
was a vow to deny self-assertion as well as the evil flesh. 

The lifelong repression of the sex impulse was no easy task. 
Some of the measures practiced by the Eastern hermit-monks 
were strenuous to the extreme: standing up to sleep, for in¬ 
stance, to avoid the thoughts that might surge in on one in a 
horizontal position. In Benedict’s Rule, however, a healthier 
mode of sublimation was maintained: manual labor. Celiba cy 
was so axiomatic for Benedict that it is not even mentioned in 
the Rule. Yet it is apparent that one of the reasons, albeit a 
minor one, for his incorporation of six hours of manual labor 
into the monk’s daily regimen was to enable him to sustain 
celibacy with greater health of mind. It should be added that 
the dignifying of manual labor in the Benedictine pattern 
had other purposes: the practical necessity of providing food 
and clothing for a sizeable community “so that there may be 
no need for the monks to go beyond the gates.” Tlic spiritual 
weal one might acquire from the soil and the craftsman’s 
bench was great. Indolence, mental .sloth, and parasitic ease 
were supplanted by diligence, alertness, and the sense of 
humble contribution to the common good. Labor was, truly, 
a fonn of prayer. 

Obedience was the third of the great disciplines. In holy 
obedience to one’s superior the monk renounced his self-will. 
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No doubt there was practical sagacity in Benedict’s require¬ 
ment of absolute obedience to the abbot. Only so could a 
cohesive and well-ordered community of men live in close 
proximity. But the spiritual intention of the vow to obey was 
more important. It was the road to humility. Monasticism 
here put into local and specific form a theme of orthodox 
Ilebrew-Christian thought, that pride, “the lifting up of the 
head,” is the root of sin and reverent humility the root of 
^ood. “It is a great matter to live in obedience,” said Thomas 
a Kcnipis, one of the famous apologists of monasticism, “to be 
under a superior and not at one’s own disposing. It is much 
safer to obey than to govern.” 

Implicit in this pattern of the good life was the principle of 
gradation as applied to moral discipline. For each monk the 
achiev^ement of moral perfection was set forth as a scale or 
ladder on which he might mount from lower to higher. It 
was assumed that a man cannot change from evil to good 
overnight; morality is not a matter of sudden conversion 
whereby in a twinkling the lost are saved. To learn to imitate 
Christ required slow and painstaking effort with many set¬ 
backs. At best one might hope to aehieve only the middle 
rungs of the ladder. It is important to note that a eorollary of 
the principle of gradation w'as a stress on human initiative. 
Moral perfection was a matter of achievement, the per¬ 
fected doing of spiritual works, more than a matter of the 
unmerited grace of God. It was this emphasis, among others, 
which so disquieted the monk Martin Luther and which he 
came to repudiate as false in his framing of the principles of 
the Protestant Reformation. 

The Monk’s Relation to the World 

One baffling problem always faced the theorist of the mo¬ 
nastic ideal: What should be the relation of the monastic way 
to the way of the world? How should the monk think of those 
outside the cloister walls? If he felt that his mode of life was 
the truly Christian way, would he not be concemed that all 
men should come under its sway, that tlie world be “Chris- 
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tianized” or “monasticized”? The monk had to reckon with a 
tendency common to human nature to universalize one’s con¬ 
ception of the right. At certain periods in monastic history, 
such as the Cluniac, there was strong impetus to extend the 
monastic life from a minority to a majority rule. Yet by its 
very nature, the extension of the ideal proved to lead more 
easily to its corruption. Great numbers could be brought in 
only by a relaxation of strict discipline or by substituting 
quantitative standards of worth for qualitative. At the more 
creative and pure periods of its course, the monastic ideal was 
held up frankly as a w'ay for the minority, and a small one at 
that. Monasticism saw itself as a separate and higher voca¬ 
tion, to which only a few were called in the diversity of God’s 
planned economy. It is from diversity, not uniformity of 
function, it said, that the whole of society prospers. Some 
men are called to be carpenters, artists, or teachers, but others 
cannot nor should not perfonn these roles. Sojne are called to 
be pa rents that society ina\^ continue, but not all need be. So 
the monk, too^ had his vocation of seeking moral perfection, 
while those in the world sought lessor things. Yet the monk 
w'as dependent on the world. Celibaev could only be pursued 
by the children of noncelibates. And the full practice of 
poverty was dependent in part on the charity of those who 
had enough of this w orld’s goods to spare. 

This relationship did not seem to the monk or to the world 
to be parasitic. In his way, the monk was perfonning a serv¬ 
ice to the vix)rld wdiic*h he could not perform were he to live 
by the w^orld’s ethic. St. Francis put this in pointed wwds: 
'‘God hath called us into this holy religion for the salvation of 
the world, and has made this compact betw’^een the world and 
us, that we should give it good example and that it .should 
provide for our necessities.”^ 

The monastery was as much the servant of the market 
place as its beneficiary. It gave witness to the authenticity 
and beauty of the absolute ethic of the Gospel, holding “the 
candle of the Lord,” which shed light for those in a culture 

2 The Little Flowers of St. Francis of Assisi, trans. Dom Roger Hudleston 
(London; Burns Oate.s, 1953), p. 131. 
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that lived by the relativities and imperfections of a darker 
way. No doubt many a monk cultivated the garden of his 
own soul and was content to let the outside world go to the 
devil. But the high-minded and authentic monk of the West 
was not insensitive to the need of the world he had left 
behind. In his worship at the altar, in his prayers of inter¬ 
cession, in his preservation and cultivation of Latin culture 
and art, in his charity and hospitality to the world’s hungry 
and disinherited, but above all in his cultivation of purity of 
life, he looked not only up to heaven but down in love upon 
the world he had renounced. 

The Problem ok the Monastic Way 

It is almost impossible to make any fair estimate of the mo¬ 
nastic version of Christianity from the standpoint of modern 
Western democratic life. At almost every point the precon¬ 
ceptions of current culture are poles apart from those of the 
Middle Ages. Those Protestants who think of religion as 
hearty neighborliness or as the social extension of the ideals 
of Jesus for the greater happiness of mankind, find monasti- 
cism mystical, escapist, otherw'orldly, socially irresponsible. 
To those moderns who stress action, busyness, “doing some¬ 
thing about it,” the preference of the monk for contemplation 
over action seems empty and idle. To capitalists who 
regard aggressive and self-seeking individualism as virtuous, 
the monk’s self-denial appears abject and spineless. To so¬ 
cialists, who believe with monks in common ownership, mo- 
nasticism is outrageously otherworldly. To democrats the 
monastic cultivation of a spiritual aristocracy living on a 
higher plane than the common man is blatantly false. To 
those who think of education as preparation for life, the 
medieval and mona.stic concept of education as preparation 
for death seems morbid. 

It is important, however, for the contemporary student to 
try to escape from his own provincialism in time and attempt 
to judge the monastic ideal in terms of its owm premises. 
Viewed thus, the common strictures against monasticism may 



148 


CHRISTIAN ETHICS 


take on less cogency. Was,it a “retreat from reality”? Not 
by the monk’s staud^d of what was most real in the universe, 
■flis was“a retreat, he felt, from a false to a true world, from 
things transient and temporal to things abiding and eternal, 
from a fnistrating life of distraction and striving after wind, to 
the true life of serenity and peace which the “world” could 
neither give nor take away. 

Monastic concentration on God and the soul fostered, 
more than in any other era of Christian history, profound ex¬ 
plorations of tlic inner life of man, for it provided the soil in 
which best could flower the great classics of the devotional 
life. Part of its genius lay in its firm hold on a permanent 
truth of Christian ethics: The crucial point at which morality 
begins and ends is the heart of man. Reconstruction of life is 
from within. Moreover, the,place to liegin in the moral life 
is not with the “other,” the neighbor, but with the self. Self- 
conquest is always the first ethical task. So the monastic com¬ 
munity was first of all a coinmunitv of self-discipline, rather 
than of the discipline of the world. At the risk of some 
spiritual isolationism, the monk escaped that sin of spiritual 
imperialism which a Christian community practices when it 
preaches to secular society a way of life it does not itself 
follow. 

Withal—and judging it again on its own premises—one 
must recognize the serious shortcomings of monastic ethics as 
it was usually practiced. The very height of its aim accounted 
in part for the sullied corruptions into w’hich it perennially 
fell. Heroic in ideal, it was in practice a spotted reality. First, 
there was a certain stubbornness in the human stuff it tried to 
overcome which always blocked the realization of the perfect 
ethic, a stuff which the monk failed to understand as God- 
given for right use, not denial. The world and the flesh in one 
form might be left behind in the market place only to slip in 
the back door of the monastery in another disguise. This 
problem we have already noted in regard to the issue of 
property. The matter of sex illustrates the point even more 
sharply. In keeping the vow of absolute chastity the monk 
contended against the demands of a natural order which 
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would out, despite himself. St. Jerome found that the “danc¬ 
ing girls of Rome,” whom he could banish from the conscious 
thoughts of his days, reappeared to haunt his nightly dreams. 
The dilBcult dilemma of being at once a human being and 
a monk is illustrated by the tale of a celibate monk who went 
so far in his vow as to refuse to look at a woman. Inadvertently 
he happened to meet a group of nuns on a road and turned 
his face away as he passed them. At which one of the nuns 
said to him, “If you were a true monk, you would not know 
whether we were women or not.”*^ 

A second shortcoming of the monastic ideal as generally 
practiced lay in a certain idolatry which substituted the way 
to the vision of God for God himself. The “end” of living, as 
w^e have noted, was the love and contemplation of God. But 
the monk could never rest easy with the anarchy to which 
Augustine’s dictum, “Love God and do what you want,” 
might lend itself when interpreted by amateurs and begin¬ 
ners. The way to lovt? God truly was in poverty, chastity, and 
obedience, and the host of regulations which furthered these 
commands. The monastery was to be a lifelong “school of the 
Lord’s service,” where strict discipline and exactly prescribed 
“steps” might lead to the “commencement” of spiritual per¬ 
fection. But in the curriculum of salvation the monk could 
easily become more concerned with his relation to the disci¬ 
pline than to the end for which the discipline was set, or, to 
speak by analogy, more concerned about getting grades than 
wisdom. Standing somewhere on the middle rungs of the 
ladder to heaven, it was too easy for him to lose sight of the 
heavenly vision in measuring the progress of his own ascent. 
He was encouraged to try to outdo his fellow monks in hu¬ 
mility; Hence he might look down on those whom he had sur¬ 
passed. Thus the deadly sin of pride, in the guise of its op¬ 
posite, forever shadowed the monk as he struggled to achieve 
humility, a shadow inevitable in an ethics that conceives 
blessedness as something to be achieved by the self-conscious 
self. So also, the self-denying^Qharity of the monk to his in- 

* H. B. Workman, The Evolution of the Monastic Ideal (London; C. H. 
Kelly, 1913), p. 105. 
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digent neighbor became, in much practice, a work of perfec¬ 
tion, a sort of merit badge, so that the very self he struggled 
to deny remained at the center of his focus. In the great 
saints of monasticism, Bernard, Francis, Dominic, and many 
little saints as well, there was a quality of unself-conscious 
spontaneity and simplicity derived more from their sense of 
grace than from the ethics of works. They were not bothered 
by this dilemma. But many an average monk found that not 
only the flesli and the world, but also Ins own self-will—these 
three de\'ils he struggled n)ost to exorcise—remained with him 
fore\^er because of the \'erv wav of life he was set to follow. 

Of the many rich sources from which one might draw illus¬ 
trations of the spirit of monastic ethics, the Rule of St. Bair- 
diet, from the earl\' sixth century, and the Little Flowers of St. 
Francis, from the fourteenth, are both the most honored and 
the most typical. Benedict’s Rule (pp. 151-62), compiled by 
him out of a long experience in monastic organization at 
Monte Cassino, deals in careful detail with tlie mode of life 
in the community: the tasks and qualification of every offi¬ 
cer from abbot to cook, the manner of w^orsliip, dormitor)' 
regulations, the rules for dress, eating, and sleeping, the 
modes of punishment for offenses, and so on. Although the 
whole is obviously intended not as a treatise on ethics, Bene¬ 
dict makes quite clear what the spirit as w ell as the letter of 
the monk’s law should be, a spirit w^hich the selected chapters 
below make evident. 

The Little Flowers of St. Francis (pp. 162-74) belongs to a 
type of literature common to the medi('\'al period when 
lege nd and^^ncy^ intermingled with histoiy and fact. 

St. Francis, who was not a man of letters, left no systematic 
treatise on theology and ethics—only the few terse sentences 
of his original Rule, random sayings, and the famous Canticle 
and other poems of praise to God. But around his memory 
and that of his devoted follow^ers grew up stories and recol¬ 
lections, in time collected and preserved in the Flowers, 
which convey authentically as well as lovingly the spirit of 
the Franciscan reform. One of the most venerated of the 
original “poor friars” was Friar Giles, whose sayings in the 
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Flowers phrase in concise aphorisms the ideals not only of 
Francis but of monastic ethics in general. 


SOURCES 


From ; , • ... ■ > • 

The Rule OF St. Benedict^ '' , , ' i 

Hearken continually within thine heart, O son, giving at¬ 
tentive ear to the precepts of thy master. Understand with 
willing mind and effectually fulfil thy holy father’s admoni¬ 
tion; that thou mayest return, by the labour of obedience, to 
Him from Whom, by the idleness of disobedience, thou hadst 
withdrawn. To thiiTendTnow address a word of exliortation 
to tliee, whosoever thou art, who, renoimcing thine own will 
and taking up the bright and all-conquering weapons of 
obedience, dost enter upon the service of thy true king, Christ 
the Lord. 

" ' Let our loins be girt w’ith faith and the observance of good 
works, and let us, gospel-led, pursue His paths, that we may 
be M^orthy to see Him Who has called us unto His own king¬ 
dom. 

But if our wish be to have a dwelling-place in His Idng- 
dom, let us remember it can by no means be attained unless 
one run thither by gO()d deeds. For, with the prophet, let us 
ask the Lord, saying to H[im: “Lord, who will dwell in Thy 
tabernacle, and who will rest in Thy holy mount?” After put¬ 
ting this question, brethren, let us listen to oiu* Lord showing 
us in answer the way by saying: “He who lives blamelessly 
and does justice; he who speaks truth from his heart; he who 
has kept his tongue from guile; he who has done his neigh¬ 
bour no evil and has accepted no slander against his neigh- 

^ The Rule of St. Benedict, trans. by W. K. Lowther Clarke, (London: So¬ 
ciety for the Promotion of Christian Knowledge, 1931). Copyright 1931 by 
Society for the Promotion of Christian Knowledge. Reprinted by permission. 
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bour”: he who has brought to naught the malignant slanderer 
the devil, rejecting from his heart’s thoughts him and his 
efforts to persuade him; and who has taken hold of his sug¬ 
gestions or ever they be come to maturity and has dashed 
them against the Rock which is Christ. Those who fear the 
Lord are not puffed up by their own good observance of rule, 
but reckoning that the good that is in them could not be 
wrought by themselves but by God, magnify the Lord work¬ 
ing in them. 

And if we wish to escape the pains of hell and attain to 
eternal hfe we must hasten to do such things only as may 
profit us for eternity, now, while there is time for this and we 
are in this body and there is time to fulfil all these precepts by 
means of this light. 

We have therefore to establish a school of the Lord’s serv¬ 
ice, in the institution of which we hope we are going to estab¬ 
lish nothing harsh, nothing burdensome. But if, prompted by 
the desire to attain to equity, anything be set forth somewhat 
strictly for the correction of vice or the preservation of char¬ 
ity, do not therefore in fear and terror flee back from the way 
of salvation of which the beginning cannot but be a narrow 
entrance. For it is by progressing in the life of conversion 
and faith that, with heart enlarged and in ineffable sweetness 
of love, one runs in the way of God’s commandments, so that 
never deserting His discipleship but persevering until death 
in His doctrine within the monaster)', we may partake by pa¬ 
tience in the suffering of Christ and become worthy inheritors 
of His kingdom. Amen.® 


The Abbot 

Let the abbot be alwa) s careful of his own teaching of the 
obedience of his disciples, of both which matters examination 
will bo made at the dreadful judgment of God; and let the 
abbot know that to the fault of the shepherd is accounted 
whatever the father of the family shall have found amiss in 
the sheep. Only so shall he be free of blame in proportion as 

s Ibid., Prologue. 
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the perfect diligence of a shepherd has been applied to the 
restless and disobedient flock and every careful attention has 
been manifested towards whatever was corrupt about them. 

Therefore when anyone receives the title of abbot he 
ought to preside over his disciples with twofold manner of 
teaching: that is, to show forth all that is good and holy by 
deeds even more tlian by words, so as by his words to set the 
commandment of tlie Lord before the more intelligent dis¬ 
ciples: but to those hard of heart and to those of less capacity 
to show forth the divine precept by his deeds. And all things 
that he has taught the disciples are contrary to the divine 
precepts, let his own deeds indicate are things not to be done; 
lest preaching to others himself be found reprobate. 

Let him show no favouritism in the monastery. Let not one 
be loved more than another, unless it be one whom he has 
found to excel in good deeds and obedience. Let not one of 
gentle birth be placed higher than one who was recently a serf, 
unless there be some other and reasonable cause. For 
whether bondmen or freemen we are all one in Christ and 
under the one Lord bear equal rank of subjection, for there is 
no acceptation of persons with God. In His sight we are dif¬ 
ferentiated one from the other in respect to this only, namely, 
if we be found humble and to excel others in good deeds.® 

What Are the Instruments of Good Work? 

In the first place, to love the Lord God with the whole heart, 
the whole soul and the whole strength. Then one’s neighbour 
as if oneself. Then, not to kill. Not to commit adultery. Not 
to steal. Not to covet. Not to utter false witness. To honour 
all men. To do as one would be done by. To deny oneself 
that one may follow Christ. To chastise the body. Not to 
embrace dehghts. To love fasting. To relieve the poor. To 
clothe the naked. To visit the sick. To bury the dead. To help 
in tribulation. To console the sorrowing. To become a stran¬ 
ger to worldly deeds. To prefer nothing to the love of Christ. 

® Ibid., chap, ii. 
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Not to carry anger into effect. Not to prolong the duration of 
one’s wrath. Not to retain guile in one’s heart. Not to make a 
false peace. Not to abandon charity. Not to swear, lest per¬ 
chance one forswear. To utter only truth from heart and 
mouth. Not to return e\ il for evil. Not to do injury, but to 
suffer it patiently. To love encinies. Not to curse in return 
those who curse one, but rather to bless them. To bear perse¬ 
cution for righteousness. Not to be proud. Not to be given 
to much wine. Not to be gluttonous. Not given to much 
sleep. Not to be sluggish. Not to be given to gambling. Not 
to be a detractor. To put one’s hope in God. 

When one secs any good in oneself to attrilmte it to God, 
not to self. But to recognize that evil always comes from self 
and to refer it to self. To haye wholesome fear of the day of 
judgment. With fear to shrink from hell. To long for eternal 
life with all spiritual desire. To have the expectation of 
death daily before one’s eyes. Hour by hour to keep guard 
over one’s ever\' act. To know for certain that God sees one 
everywhere. Forthwith to dash down upon the Rock, e^’en 
Christ, any evil thoughts approaching the heart: and to lay 
them open before one’s superior. To keep one’s mouth from 
evil or depraved speech. Not to love to speak much. Not to 
speak useless or mirth-provoking words. Not to love much or 
excessive laughter. To listen with goodwill to holy reading. 
To be frequently occupied in prayer. With tears and groan¬ 
ing daily to confess in prayer to God one’s past sins and con¬ 
cerning those same sins to amend for the future. Not to fulfil 
the desires of the flesh: to hate one’s own will. To yield 
obedience in all things to the abbot’s precepts, even if he 
himself act contrary to their spirit, the which be far from him. 
Not to wish to be called holy before one is, but to be so first, 
whereby one would be so called the more truly. By deeds 
daily to fulfil the precepts of God. To love chastity. Not to 
hate anyone. Not to harbour jealousy. Not to love conten¬ 
tion. To avoid elation. To venerate seniors. To love juniors. 
In the love of Christ to pray for one’s enemies. In case of dis¬ 
cord with anyone to make peace before the setting of the sun. 
And never to despair of the mercy of God. 
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And the cloister of the monastery and stability in the com¬ 
munity are the workshop wherein we may diligently effect all 
these works.^ 


Concerning Obedience 

Tlie first degree of humility is o])edience without delay* 
This is becoming to those who value nothing as more dear to 
them tlian C.lu ist, on account of the holy servitude they have 
professed, wlu'ther through fear of hell or oti account of the 
glory of life* eternal. As soon as any order has been given by a 
superior, as being the same as if the order were divinely 
given, they can l)rook no delav in carrying it out. 

But this same obedience wiW only then be acceptable to 
God and pleasing to man when that which is ordered be car¬ 
ried out neither with trepidation nor tardily and lukew^armly, 
nor yet with murmuring and the back answer of one unwill¬ 
ing; for obedience yield(*d to superiors is an offering laid 
before God. And with goodwill should disciples yield it be¬ 
cause it is the cheerful giver God loves. For if it is with ill- 
will the disciple obeys, if even he munnur in his heart and not 
only by actual word of mouth, though he fulfil the command, 
yet wall he not now be accepted as obedient by God, w^ho 
regardeth the heart of the murmurer.® 


Concerning Humility 

Brethren, the sacred Scriptures cry out to us and say: 
“Every one who exalts himself will be humbled, and every 
one w^ho humbles himself w ill be exalted.'’ 

If we w ish to attain the highest point of humility and if we 
wish quickly to reach that heavenly exaltation wiiich is at¬ 
tained through humility in this present life, we must by w^hat 
we do to attain it set up that ladder which appeared in Jacob's 
dream and by which angels were shoNvn to be both descend- 

^ Ihid.y chap. iv. 

® Ihid,, chap. v. 
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ing and ascending; for without doubt we are not to xmder- 
stand that descending and ascending but as descending by 
exaltation and ascending by humility. 

For that ladder set up is our life in this world which, when 
the heart has been humbled by the Lord, is set up to heaven. 
And wc say that the sides of this ladder are our body and soul, 
into which sides God-given vocation has inserted sundry 
rungs of humility and discipline bv which we may ascend. 

The first step, then, of humility is if one set the fear of God 
always before his eves and altogether avoid forgetfulness; 
and be always mindful of everything that God has ordered 
and always ponder over life eternal, which is prepared for 
those that fear God; and how hell will consume, for their sins, 
such as despise God; and if he keep himself at all times from 
sins and faults, alike of thought, or the tongue, of the eye, of 
the hand, of the foot, or of self-will; and moreover hasten to 
cut away the desires of the flesh. 

The second step in humility is, if anyone, loving not his 
own self-will, delight not to fulfil his natural desires, l.)ut in 
his deeds reproduce that word of the Lord Who says: “I did 
not come to do My will, but Ilis Who sent Me.” 

The third step in humility is that one for love of God sub¬ 
ject him.self in all obedience to his superior, imitating the 
Lord, of Whom the Apostle says: “Made obedient even unto 
death.” 

The fourth step in humility is if in that same obedience, 
though things hard and contrary and even injuries, no matter 
of what kind, have been inflicted, he keep patience with a 
quiet conscience and enduring grows not weary nor gives in. 

The fifth step in humility is if one .shall have confessed to 
his abbot, by humble admission, any evil thoughts that come 
to the heart, or evil deeds done by him in secret. 

The sixth step in humility is if a monk be content with the 
meanest and worst of everything and with respect to every¬ 
thing enjoined him adjudge himself a profitless workman and 
unworthy. 

The seventh step in humility is if he not only with his 
mouth denounce himself as inferior to all and more worthless. 
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but also believe it in his inner consciousness, humbling him¬ 
self. 

The eighth step in humility is if a monk do nothing but 
what the common rule of the monastery and the example of 
his seniors suggest. 

The ninth step in humility is if a monk restrain his tongue 
from speaking so as to keep silence and not speak till ques¬ 
tioned. 

The tenth step in humility is if he be not easily and quickly 
moved to laughter, because it is written: “The fool lifts up 
his voice in laughter.” 

The eleventh step in humilitv is if when a monk speaks he 
speak few and reasonable words, calmly and without laugh¬ 
ter, humbly and with gravity. 

The twelfth step in humility is if a monk not only be 
humble in heart, but also always in his verj' body evince 
humility to those who see him, that is, that in the Work of 
God. in the oratory, in the monastery, in the garden, on the 
road, in the field or elsewhere, sitting, walking, or standing, 
his head be always bent, his eyes cast down, accounting him¬ 
self at all times as one convicted of his sins. 

When then the monk shall have ascended all these steps in 
humility, he will presently arrive at that love of God which, 
being perfect, puts fear right outside; and by means of which 
all that foiTTicrly he could not observe but with much fearful¬ 
ness he will begin to keep without any difficulty, as it were by 
habit become second nature, no longer through fear of hell, 
but for love of Christ and a certain good habit and delight in 
virtue, the which the Lord will deign to manifest by the Holy 
Spirit to His labourer now cleansed from vices and sins.® 

Whether Monks Ought to Have Anything of Their Own 

Very specially is this vice of private o\\Tiership to be cut 
off from the monastery by the roots; and let not anyone pre¬ 
sume to jgive or accept anything witliout the abbot’s orders, 
nor toTiave ahylliing as his own, not anything whatsoever, 

® Ibid., chap. vii. 
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neither books, nor writing-tablet, no pen; no, nothing at all, 
since indeed it is not allowed them to keep either body or 
will in their own power, but to look to receive everything 
necessary from their monastic father; and let not any be al¬ 
lowed to have what the abbot has not either given or per¬ 
mitted. And let all things be common to all.*® 

Concerning the Daily Manual Work 

Idleness is inimical to the soul; and therefore the brethren 
ought to bo occupied, at fixed sea.sons, with maini^l. work and 
again at fixed seasons with spiritual reading: and so we think 
the hours for each should be arranged on this plan; that is to 
say that from Easter to the first of October they go out in the 
morning from Prime and work at whatever has to be done 
until nearly the fourth bour: And from the foin;th hour have 
time for reading until about tho^sixth hour. And when they 
rise from table after the sixth hour let them rest upon their 
beds in complete silence; or if by chance anyone should wish 
to read, let him so read as that he may not disturb anyone 
else. Let None be said in good time, about the middle of the 
eig hth hour, and then again let them work at whatever has to 
be done, until Vespers. And let them not be distressed if 
poverty or the needs of the place should require that they 
busy themselves about gathering the crops with their owm 
hands; for then are they truly monks, when they live by the 
work of their own hands, as did our fathers and the apostles. 
Let everything be done in moderation however on account of 
the faint-hearted." [Benedict then sets a similar routine for 
the rest of the year. ] 

Concerning Craftsmen in the Monastery 

Let artificers , if there are any in the monastery, with all 
humility work at their arts, if the abbot shall have given per- 

10 IhicL, chap, xxxiii. 

11 Ibid., chap, xlviii. 
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mission. But if any one of their number is puffed up by rea¬ 
son of his knowledge of his art, in that Tie seems fo confer 
some favour upon the monastery, let such an one as this be re¬ 
moved from exercising that art dhd not engage in it anew 
unless by chance the abbot again order him to do so when he 
has become humble. And if any of the artificers’ work is to be 
sold, let those who are to effect the transaction see to it that 
they presume not to bring about any fraudulent act. And let 
not the evil of avarici? creep in in the matter of the prices 
charged for the goods; but let them always be sold somewhat 
more cheaply than they can be sold by others who are secu¬ 
lars, that in all things God may be glorified.’^ 

Concerning the Discipline of Those To Be Received 
as Brethren 

In the case of anyone newly come to essay conversion of 
life, let not an easy entrance be acc orded him . If anyone who 
comes shall hai'e persevered in knocking for admission and 
after four or fivi^ days shall have been found patiently to bear 
all the injuries inflicted upon him and the difficulty of gaining 
entrance and shall be found to persist with his petition, let 
the entrance be granted him and let him be in the guests’ 
house for a few days. After that, let him be in the novices’ 
cell where he may meditate and eat and sleep. 

Let there be set before him all the hard and the rough 
things through which lies the way to God; and if he shall h.ave 
given promise of stability and perseverance let this rule be 
read right through to him after the lapse of two months and 
let this be said to him: “Behold the. law under which thou 
dost wish to serve as a faithful soldier; if thou art able to keep 
it, enter; but if thou art not able, depart free.” If thus far he 
shall have stood firm, then let him be conducted to the afore¬ 
named novices’ cell and be again tested in all patience; and 
after the lapse of six months let the rule be re-read to him 
that he may know upon what he is entering: and if thus far 

12 Ibid., chap. Ivii. 
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he stand finn, after four months let this same rule again be re¬ 
read to him: and if, having deliberated of the matter with 
himself he shall have promised that he will keep it all and 
observe ever^'thing ordered bim, then lot him be received into 
the commiinitv, knowing himself to be now established by 
the law of the rule so that it is not lawful for him from that 
day onwards to go forth from the monastery, nor to shake 
free his neck from beneath the yoke of the rule which it was 
permitted him after such prolonged deliberation either to 
refuse or to accept. 

Let him then who is to be received, in the oratory, in the 
presence of all the brethren, make promise of stability, of 
conversion of life and of obedience, in the presence of God 
and of Mis saints, that if he should e\'cr act otherwise he may 
know he will be condemned bv Him Whom he mocks. 

If he has any grqjjcrty, let him either assign it beforehand 
to the poor, or else by formal donation confer it upon the 
monastery, reserving nothing at all for himself, as beeomes 
one who must know that theneeforth he will hold no power 
even over himself. Forthwith, therefore, in the oratory, let 
him also be stripped of the garments, his own property, with 
whieh he is clad and be clothed with such as are the property 
of the monastery: and let those garments of whieh he was 
stripped be put away to be kept in the wardrobe, that if at 
any time, by suasion of the devil, he should consent to go 
forth from the monastery, which God forbid, he may then be 
cast forth unfrocked.’* 

Concerning the Porter of the Monastery 

Let there be stationed at the monastery gate a wise and 
elderly monk who knows how to receive an answer and to 
give one and whose ripeness of years does not suffer him to 
wander about. This porter ought to have his cell close to the 
gate so that those who come may always find somcmie there 
from whom they can get an answer; and as soon as anyone 

Ibid., chap. Iviii. 
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shall have knocked, or any beggar have called out, let him 
answer “Thanks be to God” or bid him Godspeed; and with 
the gentleness ol the God-fearing and with fervent charity let 
him make speed to answer. And let the porter, if he need 
help, receive it from a junior brother: yet the monastery ought 
to be so organized, if it can possibly be done, that all neces¬ 
saries, that is, water, a mill-house, a garden and various crafts 
may be forthcoming within the monastery, .so that there may 
be no necessity for the monks to go beyond the gates, because 
that is by no means expedient for their .souls. And this rule 
we will to be somewhat often read in community, lest any of 
the brethren should hold himself excused on the plea of 
ignorance.^* 

Concerning the Good Zeal Which Monks Ought to Have 

Just as there is an evil zeal of bitterness which separates 
from God and loads to hell, so there is a good zeal w'hich 
separates from vices and leads to God and to life eternal. By 
most fervent love therefore let monks exercise this zeal, that 
is, let them see to it that in honour they prefer one another. 
Let them most patiently tolerate their infirmities whether 
physical or of character; let them compete in yielding obedi¬ 
ence; let none follow what he judges convenient to himself, 
but rather what he judges convenient to another; in chaste 
love let them exercise fraternal charity; let them fear God; 
let them love their abbot with sincere and humble affection; 
on no account let them exalt anything above Christ; and may 
He bring us all alike to eternal life.*® 

Not Every Observance of Righteousness Is Laid 
Down in This Rule 

Now we have written out tliis rule in order that by ob¬ 
serving it in our monasteries we may show ourselves to have. 

Ibid., chap. Ixvi. 

Ibid., chap. Ixxii. 
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to some degree, integrity of life, or the beginning at least of 
conversion. For the rest, for those who hasten to the per¬ 
fection of conversion, there are the teachings of the holy 
fathers, the observing of which brings a man to the height 
of perfection: and indeed what page or what text of the 
divine authority of the Old and the New Testament is not an 
unerring rule of human life? Or what book of the holy catho¬ 
lic fathers does not re-echo this, that by a straight course we 
may come to our Creator? Moreover also the conferences of 
the fathers and their institutes and their lives and also the 
rule of our holy father Basil, what else are they but store 
houses of the virtues of good-living and obedient monks? 
But to us, indolent, ill-living and negligent, belong shame 
and confusion. Who.soever therefore thou art who dost 
hasten to the heavenly country, fully carry out, Christ help¬ 
ing thee, this most elementary rule that we have written out; 
and then at last thou shalt come, God protecting thee, to the 
loftier heights of doctrine and of virtue.*® 


From 

The Little Flowers of St. Francis’* 

Of Vices and Virtues 

The grace of God and the virtues which flow therefrom 
are a way and a ladder that leadeth to heaven; but vices and 
sins are a ladder and a way that leadeth to the depths of hell. 
Vices and sins are a venomous and a mortal poison, but vir¬ 
tues and good works are a salutary medicine. One grace 
leadeth on to another; and one vice leadeth on to another. 
Grace asketh not to be praised, and vice cannot endure to be 

Ihid.j chap. Ixxiii. 

All subsequent material in this chapter is taken from The Little Flowers 
of St. Francis of Assisi, trans. Dom Roger Hudleston (London: Burns Oates» 
1953). Copyright 1953 by Burns Oates. Reprinted by permission. 
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despised. The mind reposeth tranquilly in humility, of 
whom patience is daughter. 

Holy purity of heart seeth God, and true devotion enjoyeth 
him. 

If thou lovest, thou shalt be loved. 

If thou servest, thou shalt be served. 

If thou fearest, thou shalt be feared. 

If thou docst good to others, fitting it is that others should 
do good unto thee. 

But blessed is he who truly loves, and desireth not to be 
loved again. 

Blessed is he who serves, and desireth not to be served. 

Blessed is he who fears, and desireth not to be feared. 

Blessed is he who doeth good to others, and desireth not 
that others should do good to him. 

But because these things are most sublime and high per¬ 
fection, therefore they that are foolish cannot understand 
them nor attain thereto. 

Three things there are that arc very sublime and very 
profitable, which he who has once acquired shall never fall. 

The first is, that thou bear willingly and gladly, for the 
love of Jesus Christ, every affliction that shall befall thee. 

The second is, that thou humble thyself daily in every 
thing thou docst, and in every thing thou seest. 

The third is, that thou love faithfully with all thy heart 
that invisible and supreme Good which thou canst not behold 
with thy bodily eyes. 

Those things which are most despised and decried by 
worldly men are most truly pleasing and acceptable to God 
and to his saints; and those things which are most loved and 
esteemed, and are most pleasing in the eyes of worldly men, 
are most despised, contemned, and hated by God and his 
saints. 

I’his foul disorder proceedeth from human ignorance and 
malice; for wretched man loveth most those things which he 
ought to hate, and hateth those which he ought to love.'* 

18 Ibid,, chap. i. 
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Of Holy Humility 

No man can attain to any knowledge or understanding of 
God but by the virtue of holy humility; for the direct way to 
ascend is first to descend. All the perils and grievous falls 
which have happened in this world have arisen from nothing 
else but the uplifting of the head—that is, of the mind—by 
pride. This is proved by the fall of the devil, who was driven 
out of heaven; and by that of Adam, our first parent, who was 
banished from paradise by the uplifting of his head—that 
is, by disobedience. We see it also in the example of the 
Pharisee, of whom Christ speaketh in the Gospel, and in 
many others also. 

And so also the contrary truth—namely, that all the great 
blessings which have ever been bestowed upon the world 
have proceeded from abasement of the head, tliat is, from 
the humiliation of the mind—is proved by example of the 
blessed and most humble Virgin Mary, the publican, the 
good thief on the cross and many others in Holy Scripture. 
And, therefore, good it were if we could find some great and 
heavy weight, which, being tied round our neck, would draw 
us down to the earth, and force us to humble ourselves. 

A friar once said to Brother Giles: “Father, tell me, how 
can we avoid this pride?” To whom Brother Giles made this 
reply: “Rest assured, my brother, that thou canst never hope 
to be free from pride until thou hast first placed thy mouth 
where thou dost set thy feet; but if thou wilt well consider 
the gifts of God, thou wilt clearly see that thou hast reason 
to bow dowm thy head. And again, if thou wilt meditate on 
thy defects and thy manifold offences agaimst God, in all this 
thou wilt find reasons for humbling thyself. But woe to those 
who desire to be honoured in their unworthiness! He hath 
one degree of humility, who knoweth himself to be opposed 
to his own true good. He hath a second, who restoreth the 
goods of another to their proper owner, and doth not ap¬ 
propriate them to himself. For every virtue and every good 
thing which a man findeth in himself, instead of appropriat¬ 
ing it to himself, he is bound to refer to God, from whom all 
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graces and all good things do proceed. But every sinful pas¬ 
sion of the soul, and every vice which a man findeth within 
himself, he should attribute to himself, considering that they 
all proceed from himself and his own malice, and from no 
other source. 

“Blessed is the man who knows and accounts himself to be 
vile in the eyes of God, and also in the sight of men. 

“Blessed is he who judges himself always and condemns 
himself, and none but himself; for he shall not be condemned 
in that last and terrible eternal judgment. 

“Blessed is he who shall submit himself wholly to the yoke 
of obedience and the judgment of others, as the holy Apostles 
before and after they received the Holy Spirit.” 

Brother Giles said also: “Let him who would acquire and 
possess perfect peace and quiet of mind account every man 
his superior, and hold himself the inferior and subject to all. 

“Blessed is the man who, in his works and in his words, 
desires neither to be seen nor known for anything else but 
for that wherewith God hath adorned him. 

“Blessed is the man who knows how to keep and hide 
within his heart divine revelations and consolations; for there 
is nothing so secret but God can reveal it when it pleaseth 
him. If the most holy and perfect man in the world were to 
esteem and account himself to be the vilest and most miser¬ 
able sinner in the world, this would be true humility. 

“Holy humility loves not to talk, nor the holy fear of God 
to use many words.” 

Brother Giles said again: “It seems to me that holy hu¬ 
mility is like the thunderbolt; for, even as the thunderbolt 
striketh a terrible blow, crushing, breaking, and burning tliat 
whereon it lights, yet can we never find the thunderbolt it¬ 
self, so does humility strike and disperse, bum up and con¬ 
sume every evil and vice and sin, and yet itself can nowhere 
be seen. 

“He who possesses humility, by that humility finds grace 
with God, and perfect peace with his neighbour.”^® 

Ibid., chap. iii. 
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Of the Holy Fear of God 

He who fears not, shows that he has nothing to lose. The 
holv fear of God orders, governs, and rules the soul, and 
prepares it to receive his grace. 

If a man possesses any grace or any divine virtue, it is 
holy fear which preserv'es it to him. 

And he who has not yet acquired grace or virtue, acquires 
it by holy fear. 

The holy fear of God is a channel of divine grace, inas¬ 
much as it quickly leads the soul wherein it dwells to the 
attainment of holiness and all divine graces. No creature that 
ever fell into sin would have so fallen had it possessed the 
holy fear of God. But this holy gift of fear is given only to 
the perfect, because the more perfect any man is, the more 
timorous and humble he is. 

Blessed is the man who looks upon this world as a prison- 
house, and bears in mind continually how grievously he has 
offended his Lord. 

Greatly ought a man to fear pride, lest it should give him 
a sudden thrust, and cause him to fall from the state of 
grace in which he is; for no man is ever secure from falling, 
so beset are we by foes; and these foes are the flatteries of 
this wretched world and of our owm flesh, which, together 
with the devil, is the unrelenting enemy of our soul. 

A man has greater reason to fear being deluded and over¬ 
come by his own malice than by any other enemy. 

It is impossible for a man to attain to any divine grace or 
virtue, or to persevere therein, without holy fear. 

He who has not the fear of God within him is in great 
danger of eternal perdition. 

The fear of God makes a man to obey humbly, and to bow 
his head beneath the yoke of obedience: and the more a man 
fears God, the more frequently he adores him. 

The gift of prayer is no small gift, to whomsoever it is 
given. 

The virtuous actions of men, how great soever they may 
seem to us, are not to be reckoned or rewarded after our 
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judgment, but according to the judgment and good pleas¬ 
ure of God; for God looketh not to the number of the works, 
but to tlie measure of humility and love. Our surest way, 
therefore, is always to love and to keep ourselves in humility; 
and never to trust in ourselves that we do any good, but 
always to distrust the thoughts which spring up in our own 
mind under the appearance of good.“ 

Of Holy Patience 

He who with steadfast humility and patience endureth 
tribulations for the fervent love of God, shall soon attain to 
great graces and virtues; he shall be lord of this world, and 
shall have an earnest of that glorious world which is to come. 

Ever)’thing which a man doeth, be it good or evil, he doeth 
it unto himself. Therefore, be not thou offended with him 
who injures thee, b ut r ather, in humble patience, sorrow 
only For his sin, having compassion on him, and praying 
fervently for him to God. For, in so far as a man is strong to 
suffer and endure injuries and tribulations patiently for the 
love of God, so great, and no greater, is he before God; and 
the weaker a man is to endure sufferings and adversities for 
the love of God, the less is he in the sight of God. 

If any man praise thee, .speaking well of thee, render thou 
that praise unto God alone; and if any man reproach thee, 
speaking evil of thee, do thou help him by speaking of thyself 
still worse. 

If thou wouldst maintain thine own cause, strive to make 
it appear evil, and maintain that of thy companion good, 
ever accusing thyself and sincerely excusing thy neighbour. 
When anyone strives and contends with thee, if thou wouldst 
conquer, lose thy case, and losing it thou shalt conquer, for if 
thou wilt go to law to obtain the victory, when thou believest 
thou hast obtained it, thou shalt find thyself shamefully de¬ 
feated. Wherefore, my brother, believe me assuredly that the 
certain way to gain is to lose. But if we endure not tribulation 

20 Ibid., chap. iv. 
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well, we shall never attain to consolation eternal. It is a 
meritorious thing and far more blessed to endure injuries and 
reproaches patiently, without murmuring, for the love of 
God, than to feed a hundred poor men, or to keep a perpetual 
fast. But what profits it a man, or how does it benefit him, to 
afilict his body with many fasts, vigils, and disciplines, if he 
cannot endure a little injury from his neighbour? And yet 
from this might he derive greater reward and higher merit 
than from all the sufferings he could inflict upon himself of 
his own will; for to endure reproaches and injuries from our 
neighbour with humble and uncomplaining patience, will 
purge away our sins more speedily than they could be by a 
fountain of many tears. 

Blessed is the man who has ever before the eyes of his 
mind the remembrance of his sins and of the fa\ ours of God; 
for he will endure with patience all tribulations and adversi¬ 
ties for which he expects so great consolation. The man u'ho 
is truly humble looketh for no reward from God, but en- 
deax’ors only to satisfy him in all things, knowing himself to 
be his debtor; every good thing which he hath he acknowl¬ 
edges to come from the free bounty of God, while every evil 
that befalleth him proceedeth from his sins alone.^’ 

Of the Contempt of Temporal Things 

Many sorrows and troubles shall befall the miserable man 
who sets his heart and desires upon earthly things, for which 
he forsakes and loses the things of heaven, and at last those 
of earth also. 

We see daily how men of the world toil and labour hard, 
placing themselves in many bodily dangers, to acquire its 
false riches; and then, after they have thus laboured and 
acquired, in a moment they die, and leave behind them all 
that they have gathered together in their lifetime. Therefore 
there is no dependence to be placed on this deceitful world, 

21 Ihid., chap. v. 
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which deceiveth every man who tnisteth in it, for it is a liar. 
But he who desires to be truly great and rich indeed, let him 
love and seek the true and eternal riches, which never 
satiate or weary or grow less. 

Let us take example from the beasts and birds, who, when 
they receive their food are content, and seek only what they 
need from hour to hour: and so also ought man to be content 
with what is barely sufiBcient temperately to supply his 
needs, asking no more. Brother Giles said that St. Francis 
loved the ants less than any other animal, because of the 
great care they take in the summer to gather and lay up a 
store of grain against the winter; but that he said that he 
loved the birds far better, because they gathered nothing one 
day for another. 

But the ant giveth us an example that we .should not re¬ 
main idle in the summer-time of this present life, lest we be 
found empty and without fruit in the winter of the last and 
final judgment.^* 


Of Iloltj Chastity 

Our frail and miserable human flesh is like to the swine 
that loves to w'allow in the mire, and find its delight therein. 
Our flesh is the de\’irs night; for it resists and fights against 
all those things which are pleasing to God and profitable for 
our salvation. A certain friar said to Brother Giles: “Father, 
teach me now to preserv'e myself from sins of the fle.sh.” 
And Brother Giles answered him: “My brother, he w’ho 
wishes to move a large stone, or any other great w^eight, and 
carry it to any other place, must try to move it rather by in¬ 
genuity than by force. And so, if w'e desire to overcome the 
vice of impurity and to acquire the virtue of chastity, we 
must set to work rather by the way of humilit)' and by a good 
and discreet method of spiritual discipline, than by a rash 
penance and presumptuous austerity. Every vice troubles 
and obscures the fair glory of holy chastity; for it is like a 

22 Ibid., chap. vii. 



170 


CHRISTIAN ETHICS 


bright mirror which is clouded and darkened, not only by 
contact witli impure and defiling things, hut even by the mere 
breath of man. It is impossible for a man to attain to any 
spiritual grace, so long as he is inclined to carnal concupis¬ 
cence; and therefore, withersoever thou turn thyself, thou 
shalt never be able to attain to spiritual grace until thou 
canst master all the vices of the flesh. Wherefore, fight val¬ 
iantly' against thy frail and sensual flesh, thine own worst 
enemy, which yvages war against thee day and night. And 
know that he who shall overcome this mortal enemy of ours 
has most certainlv defeated and discomfited all bis other 

j 

enemies, and shall attain to spiritual grace, and every degree 
of virtue and perfection.” 

A friar said once to Brother Giles: “Father, thou dost so 
often commend the virtue of chastitv, that I would fain a.sk 
of thee what it is?” And Brother Giles answered: “My 
brother, chastity is, in very truth, the careful and continual 
custody of our corporal and spiritual senses, in order to pre¬ 
serve them pure and unstained for God alone.”^® 


Of Holy Prayer 

Prayer is the beginning, the middle and the end of all 
good; prayer illuminates the soul, and enables it to discern 
between good and evil. Every sinner ought to pray daily 
with fervour of heart, that is, he should pray humbly to God 
to give him a perfect knowledge of his oyvn miseries and sins, 
and of the benefits which he bas received and still receiveth 
from the good God. But how can that man know God who 
knoweth not how to pray? And for all those who shall be 
saved, it is needful above all things that, sooner or later, they 
be converted to the use of holy prayer.^** 

23 Ihid., chap, viii, 

24 Ihid., chap. xi. 
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Of Holy Spiritual Prudence 

If thou wouldst see well, pluck out thine eyes and become 
blind; if thou wouldst hear well, become deaf; if thou wouldst 
speak well, become dumb; if thou wouldst walk well, stand 
still, and travel only with thy mind; if thou wouldst work 
well, cut off thy hands, and labour with thy heart; if thou 
wouldst love well, hate thyself; if thou wouldst live well, 
mortify thyself; if thou wouldst gain much and become rich, 
lose and become poor; if thou wouldst enjoy thyself and 
take thine ease, afflict thyself, and continually fear and dis¬ 
trust thyself; if thou wouldst be exalted and had in honour, 
humble and reproach thyself; if thou wouldst be reverenced, 
despise thyself, and do reverence to those who despise and 
reproach thee; if thou wouldst always receive good, con¬ 
tinually endure evil; if thou wouldst be blessed, desire that 
all men should curse thee and speak evil of thee; if thou 
wouldst enjoy true and eternal repose, labour and afflict thy¬ 
self, and desire every kind of temporal suffering. Oh, what 
great wisdom is it to know and do all these thingsl But, be¬ 
cause it is so high and so sublime, it is granted by God to few. 
But I say, of a truth, that if any man will study these things 
and carry them into effect, he will have no need to go to 
Paris or to Bologna to learn any other theology, ^r, if a man 
were to live a thousand years, and have no external action to 
perform, nor any word to speak with his tongue, I sav that he 
would ha ve enough to do within his own heart,, in laboinihg 
internally at the purifying, go verning, and Justifying of his 
heart and of his mind. 

A jnan should not desire either to see, to hear, or to speak 
any thing b ut fo r the profit of his soul. The man who knows 
not himself is not known. Woe to us, then, when we receive 
the gifts and graces of the Lord, and know not how to ac¬ 
knowledge them! Woe still greater to those who neither 
receive nor acknowledge them, nor care to receive or possess 
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them! Man was made to the image of God, and changes as 
he wills; but the good God changeth never.®* 

Of Knowledge Useful and Useless 

The man who w'ould know much, must labour much and 
humble himself much, abasing himself and Iwwing his head 
until his mouth be in the dust; and then will the Lord bestow 
on him great wisdom and knowledge. The highest wisdom 
is to do always that which is good; acting virtuously, and 
guarding carefully against every sin and ev(*ry occasion of 
sin, and ever keeping in mind the judgments of God. 
Brother Giles said once to a man who desired to go to a school 
to learn secular knowledge: “Mv brother, wherefore wouldst 
thou go to this school? 1 would have thee to learn that the 
sum of all knowledge is to fear and to love, and these two 
filings are suflicient for thee; for so much knowledge as he 
can use, and no more, is sufficient for a man. Biisy not thy¬ 
self in learning those things which may be useful to others, 
but study always and seek to use those which arc profitable 
to thyself. For we often greatly desire knowledge by which 
we may aid others, and think little of that by which we may 
profit ourselves; and I say to thee, that the word of God 
dwelleth not with the speaker, nor with the hearer, but with 
the faithful doer thereof. Some men who cannot swim cast 
themselves in the water to save others from drowning, and so 
all of them are lost together. If thou dost not work out thine 
own salvation, how shall thou work out that of thy neigh¬ 
bour? And if thou doest not thine own work well, how shall 
thou do the work of another man? for it is not credible that 
thou shouldst love the soul of another better than thine own. 

“The preachers of God’s word ought to be standard-bear¬ 
ers, lights and mirrors to the people. 

“Blessed is the man who so guideth others in the way of 
salvation, that he ceaseth not to walk therein himself. 

“Blessed is the man who so teacheth others to run therein, 

25 Ibid., chap. xii. 
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that he ceaseth not to run himself. More blessed is he who so 
helps others to become rich that he fails not also to enrich 
himself. 

“I believe tliat a good preacher admonishes and preaches 
to himself far more than to other men.”^*’ 


Of True Religious Life 

A man of the world asked Brother Giles: “Father, what 
wouldst thou advise me to do—to enter Religion, or to remain 
and do good works in the world?” To whom Brother Giles 
thus replied: “My brother, it is certain that if a man knew of 
a great treasure lying hidden in a common field, he would 
not a.sk counsel of any one to ascertain whether or no he 
should take possession of it and cany it to his own house: 
how much more ought a man to strive and hasten with all 
care and diligence to possess himself of that heavenly treasure 
which is to bo found in holy religious orders and spiritual 
congregations, without stopping to ask counsel of so many!” 
The secular, on receiving this answ'cr, immediately distrib¬ 
uted all that he possessed to the poor; and having thus 
stripped himself of all things, entered forthwith into Religion. 

Brother Giles said also: “I would choose rather to be in the 
secular state, continually and devoutly desiring to enter into 
holy Religion, than to be clothed in the religious habit with¬ 
out the exercise of good works, but persevering in sloth and 
negligence. And therefore ought the Religious ever to strive 
to live well and virtuously, knowing that he can be sa\'ed 
in no other state but that of his profession.” 

On another occasion Brother Giles said: “It seems to me 
that the Order of the Friars Minor w’as instituted by God for 
the utility and great edification of the people; but woe to 
us friars if we bo not such men as we ought to be! Certain it 
is that there can be found in this life no men more blessed 
than we; for he is holy who followeth the holy, and he is 
truly good who walketh in tlie way of tlie good, and he is 

20 Ibid., chap. xiii. 
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rich who goeth in the path of the rich; and the Order of 
Friars Minor is that which follows more closely than any 
other the footsteps and the ways of the Best, tlie Richest, and 
the Most Holy who ever has been or ever will be, even our 
Lord Jesus Christ. 
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Chapter 6 

ETHICS OF MYSTICISM 

Though it is a recurring phenomenon in religious history, 
mysticism eludes precise and clear description. It is as mu^ 
a temper of mind as a body of belief, as much an approach as 
a conclusion. Since mystics claim that both the final stages on 
the road to Truth and the Truth itself are ineffable, inexpres¬ 
sible, beyond the capacity of temporal language to formu¬ 
late, even a definition of mysticism loses what it tries to catch. 
Nonetheless, there is a remarkable unanimity among mystics, 
even as they speak out of different centuries and widely 
separate cultures, as to what constitutes the mystic’s disci¬ 
pline and the prize of his striving. What he seeks is the direct 
apprehension of and communion with the ultimate being, 
God. The road to this high goal is a via negativa: the elimi¬ 
nation of aU temporal distractions, so that by purified and 
disciplined concentration on the divine, the inward self is 
gradually elevated to the beatific vision and united with God. 
Meister Eckhart’s definition of its essence is characteristic: 
“The foundation of spiritual blessing is this: that the soul 
look at God without anything between; here it receives its 
being and life and draws its essence from the core of God, 
unconscious of the knowing-process, or love or anything else. 
Then it is quite still in the essence of God . . . knowing 
nothing but God.”’ 

There are other elements in the experience to which its 
exponents attest: (1) The experience is positive and optimis¬ 
tic in its affirmation that God, the Force at the heart of the 
universe, is good and that behind its apparent scattered 

1 Meister Eckhart, A Modem Translation, trans. by R. B. Blakney (New 
York; Harper & Bros., 1941), p. 79. 
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manvness the universe “hangs together,” is truly gijc. (2) 
With St. Paul, the mystic affirms the priority of the spiritual 
over the material in the order of being: “the things that are 
seen are temporal; the things that are unseen are eternal.” 
(3) The attaehmcnt to the spiritual ean onlv be achieved by 
detachment from the material world. (4) The direct en¬ 
counter of the self with God can be in this life only a transient 
experience at best, never long sustained. The mystic must 
live in alternation between the pursuit of his vision and the 
return to the world of finitude. (5) The instrument to be 
used in eultivating the mystic discipline is not plain sense 
awareness, or nonnal reasoning, but an intuitive, supra-sensi- 
ble capacity which transcends empirically or rationally de¬ 
rived knowledge. 

It is not our present purpose to examine the many impli¬ 
cations of these common principles for theology and psy¬ 
chology. The important thing to note in passing is that in 
much of what the mystic asserts there is a reaffirmation, 
sometimes expressed in oblique and poetic, sometimes in 
exaggerated form, of the traditional affinnations of the C4iris- 
tian faith. Christian mysticism is to be distinguished from 
various Eastern types by its fidelity to certain distinctive 
Christian doctrines, such as the revelation of God in Christ 
and the authority of Scripture. Thus it never becomes the 
pursuit of a great Something-or-other, or a pantheistic faith 
where all is divine. This fact enables Christian mystics to 
speak meaningfully of tlieir convictions, at least in part, to 
other Christians who would not call themselves mystics. But 
in so far as the latter feel a certain subjective assurance of 
faith and insight, they are enabled to see and acknowledge, 
even at a distance, the authenticity of what the extreme mys¬ 
tic is saying. 


Mysticism and Mona.sticism 

The ethical importance of Catholic mysticism in the West 
can be best understood by considering its relation to monas- 
ticism. Almost without exception the great mystics of the 
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Middle Ages are themselves monks. This is a fact of para¬ 
mount importance. The monastic practice seems to be the 
soil in which best can grow both that rigorous denial of self 
and that sensitivity to things spiritual which in exalted form 
characterize the mystic. In spirit the mystical ideal of the 
good life differs from the monastic ideal in degree rather 
than in kind. To put it another way, medieval mysticism in¬ 
tensifies and internalizes the monastic principle. 

The whole array of external regulations in the monastic 
rules are intended as means to the end of cultivating self- 
denial and inner purity, which themselves arc but prerequi¬ 
sites for theTrue love of God. Tlie outward fulfillment of 
the commands in themselves would be fruitless if not danger¬ 
ous unless an inward nonpossessive will, a chastity of spirit, 
and humility of soul were the result. But in practice, human 
nature being what it is, the emphasis on outward fulfillment 
again and again takes precedence. Certainly the mystic rec¬ 
ognizes the importance of the Rule. All who would seek tlie 
true end of man must go to school within its se\’ere confines. 
But the mystic s witness is a strong reminder that the monas¬ 
tic discipline is only the elemental beginning of the way to 
the vision of God. To act “as though the cowl made the 
monk,” as Bernard of Clairvaux says, is the \ ery denial of 
the monastic ideal. The monk’s heart can be so set on obey¬ 
ing the commands that he loses sight of the end toward which 
the commands point. In the final chapter of his Rule, Bene¬ 
dict informs his would-be disciples that to live the Rule is 
only the “beginning of conversion.” “The loftier heights of 
doctrine and virtue”* still lie ahead. On these “loftier heights” 
the mystic concentrates his attention. Th e writii igs of Ber¬ 
nard.,and Eckhart and many another mvsti c thus constitu te 
internal re formatio ns of monastici sm, calling me monk l osG 
m~extemaTpractices”lrack to his original intention, reminding 
hfm that the real transaction of his life is between God and 
his se&rctsoul . 

Thus the monastic mystic turns his attention inwards, to 
the_depths of theliumari self, where he probes into what con- 

2 The Rule of St. Benedict, chap. Ixxiii. 
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temporary psychology would call the dynamics of human 
motivation; The literature of mysticism is replete with de¬ 
scriptions of the mystic's consciousness, the joy in his sense 
of God's presence, “the dark night of the soul” experienced in 
God's absence, and the steps w^hereby he may return to the 
Lord. 

It is important to note that these descriptions are almost 
always cast in moral terms, using the common coin of the 
language of Christian ethical theory. The speculative mysti¬ 
cism of the East tends to be contemplative and intellectualis- 
tic, stressing the levels of mental purification and clarification 
leading up to where the inward eye of the beholder sees 
ultimate truth. Western mysticism takes a different tuni. 
While contemplative in spirit, certainly, and much indebted 
to the insights of such Eastern monks as Dionysius, it focuses 
its attention on the will of man. It tliiiiks of the summ um 
bonu ijx as Qonformity of man's will with God’s will. Bernard 
of Clairvaux, for instance, is voluntaristic in his view of the 
good life: The w'ay of blessedness is not so much the clear 
mind's apprehension of truth as it is the devoted heart's 
absoiption in God’s holy will. 

In particular Bernard points out tluit humility and love 
are the .ways to communion with God. Humility, the ova^r- 
coming of self-will, is the necessary inner purification (what 
otlier mystics call “purgation”) wdiich empties the heart of all 
temporal desire. This is characteristic of much mysticism, 
which of all the varieties of Ghristian ethics stresses detach¬ 
ment as essential. In the treatise The Steps of Humility he 
analyzes with psychological skill the various forms of hu¬ 
mility, the false and the true. He finds that true humility, as 
the sense of one's own unworthiness before God, is the pre¬ 
condition for compassionate charity toward other men since 
it puts all men on a sympathetic and common level as neigh¬ 
bors in creaturely finitude and sin. The meek alone can be 
truly merciful. 

Bernard's analysis of love in his treatise On the Love of 
God is also highly voluntaristic. Here he trikes Augustine's 
moral opposition between the love of self and the love of 
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God and works it out into a scheme of four stages. In the 
fchirth and higliest stage of love the self is so coinj^efely given 
over to the love of God for God’s own sake that its will is 
now one with God’s. Here for Bernard is true ecstasy. Even 
though he confesses for himself to have glimpsed this stage 
only distantly, he is confident that it is the highest bliss. It is 
the “deification” of the soul. This unity of the human and 
the divine wills does not imply a metaphysical fusion of the 
mystic with God, a melting of the substance of the self into 
the substance of God. For Bernard, the self retains its 
separate identity from God and keeps its proper distance. 
This is one of the distinctive points in Christian mysticism; 
in Eastern, non-Christian mysticism complete union without 
separation of knower and knowm is sought. Whenever in ex¬ 
altation the Christian mystic begins to talk of “identification” 
with God, he encounters the prophetic protest that, whatever 
may be the possibility of the conformity of human wills with 
that of God, there always remains an infinite distance be- 
tw'een creature and Creator, between the finite and the 
infinite. 



We have defined medieval mysticism as moral in quality 
by virtue of its voluntaristic emphasis on the humbled and 
loving will. Its moral .spirit is even more readily apparent 
in its social concern. QuU e in co ntradiction-io the popular 
conception of mystieism,,its chief representatives do not think 
of the good life as an exclusively private transaction between 
God and the secluded self. The relations of man to men are 
never neglected, for the love of God enta ik.riirec tlv the love 
of n eighb or. It is the claim of mysticism that concern for 
the w3l-being of one’s fellows is both the prerequisite and 
the fruit of the mystic exaltation. The preparation for mysti¬ 
cal communion, says Bernard, entails “good works . . . 
peace, gentleness, justice, obedience, cheerfulness.”* Prayer 
and contemplation without deeds of mercy on behalf of the 

8 Sermons on the Song of Songs, chap. xlvi. 
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needy friend are “inane idleness.” Moreover, the signs by 
which Bernard is assured that he has been visited by the 
Divine Being are the ethical changes that have been wrought. 
“Onh' by the movement of my heart have I been aware of 
him. In the flight of vices and the restraint of carnal affections 
I have perceived the power of his virtue. In the renovation 
and reformation of my mind and spirit, that is, of my inner 
man, I have seen the fashion of his beauty.”^ Mcister Eck- 
hart likewise affirms that the life of service is the corollary 
of the mystical possession of God. “As I have often said, if 
a person were in such a rapturous state as St. Paul once 
entered, and he knew of a sick man who wanted a cup of 
soup, it would be far better to withdraw from the rapture for 
love’s sake and serve him who is in need.”® 

This represents a good deal more than merely the protec¬ 
tion of m\'sticism against the pathological by siiiTounding it 
witli moral safeguards and limits; it is the affirmation of the 
essentially moral character of the (*x]')cricnce itself. It is im¬ 
possible, of course, to be certain whether this claim of the 
mystic is justified. Some students of mysticism would ques¬ 
tion the indigenously moral character of the mystic’s ex¬ 
perience and feel that the ethical emphases come from some 
Christian source distinct from the character of the experience. 

“What a man takes in contemplation he must pour out in 
love,” says Eckliart. This sentence describes the alteniation 
of the mystic’s life, a rhythm of activity between “sacred re¬ 
pose and necessary action,” to use Bernard’s phrasing. The 
mystic can never sustain for long the absorption in the inef¬ 
fable. He is called back to work, to attention to detail, to 
problems of existence no man can escape. But the two ac¬ 
tivities, work and worship, are diverse expressions of a single 
will and a single love. The mystic’s action is not plain busy¬ 
ness or frantic “do-gooding.” It is action interfused with 
serenity and inward quietude, spontaneously poured out from 
the awareness of the divine love which the mystic beholds 
in his contemplation. It is a matter of no small moment that 

^ Sermom on the Song of Songs, chap. Ixxiv. 

^ Op, cit., p. 14. 
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the renowned mystics of the medieval church were not re¬ 
cluses cultivating solitude and looking upon activity as irk¬ 
some interruption. While they certainly spent extended 
hours in prayer and contemplation, as befitted all monks, they 
also led busy lives in the crush and turmoil of public activi¬ 
ties. Bernard, “the uncrowned pope” of the church, was one 
of the busiest executives of twelfth-century Europe. Eckhart 
was a preacher much in demand and vicar of a large church 
province. But in all his outward activity, the inner posses¬ 
sion of God in tranquillity and devout humility enabled the 
mystic to affirm that the time of business was no different in 
essence from the time of prayer. 

CinusTiAN Detachment 

Meister Ec khart, the Dominican preacher-mystic of Ger- 
many, may not have been the most representative of the late 
medieval mj'stics, but he was certainly one of the most 
striking and influential. Living at an era of the church’s life 
when monasticism was at a high tide of its external power 
and at one of its low ebbs of internal purity, Eckliart uttered 
a forthright message to his time which was contrary in many 
ways to the prevailing opinion. Ilis writings and sermons 
(pp. 193-200) play continual and sometimes extravagant varia¬ 
tions on a few simple themes. Of first importance for him is 
the innate kin.ship of man’s essential nature, the “Divine 
spark,” with the nature of God himself. God comes to peqiet- 
ual birth in the soul of men—but only as men first empty 
themselves of all worldly, temporal, sensual lo\’e and become 
poo r in spirit, “willimr nothing, desiring nothing, knowing 
nothing.” This is what Eckhart means by “disinterest” (not 
“unfirterest”) or “detachment” {Abgeschcidenheit), which he 
daringly poses as the highest virtue, almost to distort beyond 
recognition tlie Christian ethic of love. At times his discus¬ 
sion of “ disinteres t” has the ring of Stoicism, which extolls 
apathy as the crowning virtue, a valiant indifference to 
calamity and fortune. But Eckhart is more Christian than 
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Stoic: the detachment he requires is only a preliminary way 
of breaking false attachments that the self may find its true 
attachment to God. At least this is his claim: In so far as a 
man rules out of his will the desire for any human thing, so 
far will God possess his nature, for it is God's nature so to 
do, "just as when the air is clear and pure the sun must pour 
into it and may not hold back.” 

Eckhart was critical of the externalism of the monasticism 
of his time. Though he revered and followed the sacramental 
practices and monastic disciplines, he made bold to write and 
preach that renunciation of the world is first and last an in- 
w^ard affair. If a monk has truly overcome the world in him¬ 
self, his observance of the vows is a matter of minor im¬ 
portance. In light of such sentiments, it is not surprising that 
at the close of his career he was accused of heresy. His De- 
fensc to the papal authorities was a humble and sincere 
avowal of full orthodoxy. Neverthelc^ss, he was put under the 
ban of the church, though his death came before the final 
sentence was passed. 

His writings did in fact lead him close to the precipice 
of heresy. At many points he borders on pantheism, and his 
apparently casual attitude toward the external practices of 
monasticism must ha\ c appeared dangerous to honest de¬ 
fenders of the Catholic faith as well as to some less honest 
Franciscans, bitter rivals of any and all Dominicans, who were 
happy to be agents of his downfall. In intention he can 
hardly be called a precursor of the Reformation, but it is 
significant that many of the earlv reformers, as well as eight¬ 
eenth- and nineteenth-century Protestant philosophers and 
theologians, were much impressed by his teaching. Yet the 
final judgment which must be put upon his work is clear: 
His whole mission was not to destroy the law of the church, or 
of monasticism, but to fulfil its inward spirit of purity in the 
love of God. 

Of the many writings of Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153) 
—sermons, treatises, and letters—the two works On the Steps 
of Humility and On the Love of God are classic statements of 
the mystical type of Christian ethical theory. The selections 
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below (pp. 183-93) are taken from the latter. This piece was 
written apparently in reply to an incjuiry from a “cardinal- 
deacon and chancellor of the church of Rome,” asking the 
meaning of “the love of God.” Tlie distinctive views of 
Meister Eckhart (1260-1328) are representt'd here (pp. 193- 
200) by selections from his About Disinterest and Sermons. 


SOURCES 


From 

Bernaho of Clajiivaux; On the Love of God® 

Why God Is to Be Loved 

You wish, tliereforo, to hear from me why and how God 
should be loved? And I; th e rea son for loving God is God 
Himself; thu^ay is to love Him beyond measure. There is a 
twofold reason, I should say, why God should be loved for 
His own sake: because nothing can be more justly, nothing 
more profitably, loved. Indeed, when the question is a.sked 
why God should be loved it may have one of two meanings; 
whether it is God’s title to our love or our own adv'antage in 
loving Him. To be sure, I would give the same an.swer to 
both of these questions: I find no other w’orthy reason for 
loving Him except Himself. And first let us examine the 
. question of God’s title to our love. A very special title to it is 
H i s who ga ve Himself to us despite the fact that we were so 
undeserving. For, what better than Himself could even He 
have given? If, then, in asking the reason why we should 
love God we seek to know His title to our love, it is chiefly 
this: “because He hath first loved us.” He it is who is clearly 
deserving of being loved in return, especially if one considers 
who He is that loved, who they are whom He loved and how 

® This material is taken from St. Bernard, On the Love of Qody trans. by 
T. L. Connally (Techny, Ill.: The Mission Press, 1943). Reprinted by per¬ 
mission of the monastery of Our Lady of Gethsemani, Trappi.st, Kentucky. 




184 


CHRISTIAN ETHICS 


much He lov’^ed them. And who is He? Is He not tlie One to 
whom every spirit bears witness: “Thou art my God, for 
Thou hast no need of my goods?” And the true love of this 
Sovereign One lies in this, that it docs not seek its own 
interests." 

Those to whom what I have said is plain will also, I think, 
plainly see why God should be loved: that is, whence He de¬ 
serves to be loved. But if unbelievers blind themselves to 
these truths God is still read)' to C'onfound their ingratitude 
with His numberless benefits conferred for man’s advantage 
and manifest to human sense. Who else, forsooth, supplies 
food to everyone \\'ho eats, light to everyone who sees, breath 
to everyone who breathes? But it is foolish to strive to enu¬ 
merate what I have just spokem of as innumerable. It is 
enough, by way of example, to have mentioned the chief ones 
—bread, sun, and air. The chief ones, I mean, not because 
they are superior but because they are more necessary since 
they pertain to the body. Let man seek his higher g(X>ds— 
dignity, knowledge, and virtue—in that higher part of him 
which excels self, that is, in the soul. By man’s dignity I mean 
his free will in which it is surely given him not only to excel 
other creatures but also to rule over all other [visible] living 
things. By knowledge I mean that by which he recognizes 
that his dignity is within himself but not from himself. By 
virtue I mean that by which he ardently seeks Him from 
whom he has his being and valiantly holds fast to Him when 
found.** 

Now let us see with, what advantage to ourselves God is 
to be loved. For not without reward is God loved although 
He should be loved w'ithout thought of the reward. True 
charity cannot be unprofitable nor is it, however, merccnar)’; 
certainly it seeketh not its own. It is a matter of afiFection, not 
a contract: it neither gains nor is gained by a compact. It 
exerts influence freely and makes one free. True love finds 
satisfaction in itself [i.c., is its own satisfaction]. It has its 
reward, but it is [the possession of] the object it loves. For 

^ Bernard, On the Love of Cod, chap. i. 

* Ibid., chap. ii. 
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whatever you seem to love because of something else, you 
clearly love that to which the end of love ultimately attains 
and not that [the means] by which it attains it. Pa ul d oes 
not preach the Gospel in order that he may eat, but he eats 
in order that ho may preach the Gospel: because he loves, 
not food, but the Gospel. True lave.asks na reward but de- 
ser ves o ne. It is when a man has not yet learned to love that 
reward is set before him; it is due one who loves; it is awarded 
to him w'ho perseveres. Finally in appealing [to a man] in 
matters of a lower order, it is the unwilling that we urge on 
with promises or rewards, but not the willing. For who is 
there who thinks that a man .should be rewarded in order 
that he may do what he freely desires? No one, for instance, 
pays a hungry man to eat, or a thirsty man to drink, or a 
mother to give milk to the child of her womb. Or who thinks 
that a man ought to be induced by a price or an entreaty to 
fence in his own vine, to dig about his own tree, or to erect the 
structure of his own home? How much less docs the soul that 
loves God seek anything besides God as the reward of her 
love! If she seeks anything else, it is clearly sometliing else 
and not God that she loves. 

I said above: The cause of loving God is God. I spoke 
the truth, for He is both the efficient and final Cause. It is 
He wlia gives the occasion, it is He who creates, the afiFection, 
He consummates the desire. It is He who wrought, or rather, 
was made [i.e., is what lie is] in order that He might be 
loved; He, it is hoped, will be so fruitfully loved as not to be 
loved in vain. His love makes our love ready and rewards it. 
He goes before more graciously than any other. He is repaid 
more justly. He is awaited more sweetly. He “is rich unto all 
who call upon Him”; still He has nothing better than Himself 
to give. He gave Himself to merit for us. He retains Himself 
to be our reward. He offers Himself as the food of saintly 
souls. He gives Himself as the price of the redemption of 
those [i.e., of every individual soul] in captivity. You “are 
good, O Lord, to the soul that seeketh” Thee: what, then, to 
one who finds? But in this is the wonder that no one can seek 
Thee save him who first has found Thee. Therefore You wish 
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to be found in order that You may be sought, to be sought in 
order that you may be found.® 


The Four Stages of Love 

We must now state whence our love has its beginning, 
since we have already told where it has its consummation. 

a natural affection, Qnc of hnir. They are well known: 
love, fear, joy, and sorrow. It would therefore be just that 
what is natural should serv’e its own Author before all others. 
Hence the first commandment is called the greatest; Thou 
shalt love the Lord thy God, etc. But since nature is rather 
weak and feeble, it is impelled at the bidding of necessity to 
serve itself first. And there is carnal love by which before all 
other things man loves himself for his own sake, as it is writ¬ 
ten: “first . . . that which is natural; afterwards that which 
is spiritual.” And it is not imposed by a command but im¬ 
planted in nature; for who ever hated his own flesh? But 
truly if this love, as is its wont, begins to be too precipitate or 
too lavish and is not at all satisfied with the river-bed of neces¬ 
sity, overflowing rather widely, it will be seen to invade the 
fields of pleasure. At once its overflow' is held in check by the 
commandment that opposes itself to it: “Tbou s halt love thy 
neighbor as thyself.” It happens very justly indeed, that the 
sharer in nature should not be excluded from a part in grace 
as well, especially in that grace which is inborn in nature it¬ 
self. If man finds it a burden, I do not say to relieve his 
brother in matters of necessity but to administer to his pleas¬ 
ures, let him restrain his owm unless he wishes to be a trans¬ 
gressor of the law. Let him be as indulgent as he likes to 
himself, so long as he is mindful to show the same degree of 
indulgence to his neighbor. The bridle of temperance is put 
upon you, O man, out of the law of life and of discipline 
lest you should go after your concupiscences and perish; 
lest in the good of nature you become a slave to your soul’s 
enemy, that is, to lust. How much more justly and honorably 

® Ibid., chap. vii. 
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do yon give such things to your fellow-sharer, that is, your 
neighbor, rather than to your enemy! And if indeed, ac¬ 
cording to the advice of the wise man, you turn away from 
your own pleasures, and according to the teaching of the 
Apostle, content with food and raiment, you find it no burden 
to withhold your love for a little while from carnal desires 
which war against tlie soul; surely, I think, what you take 
away from your soul’s enemy you will find no burden to 
bestow upon the sharer of your nature. Your love will then 
be l?oth temperate and just if what is taken from your own 
pleasures is not denied to your brother’s needs. Thus carnal 
love is made to belong to our neighbor when it is extended to 
th(> common good. 

Nevertheless, in order that it may be perfect justice to 
love one’s neighbor, it is imperative that it be referred to 
God as its cause. Otherwise how can he love his neighbor 
without allov who does not love him in God? He surelv can- 
not love in God who does not love God. God must be loved 
first, in order that one’s neighlwr, too, may be loved in God. 
God, therefore, who makes all else that is good, makes Him¬ 
self to be loved. And He does it as follows. He who fash¬ 
ioned nature, it is He who shields it from harm as well. For 
it was so fa.shioned that it should have as a necessary Pro¬ 
tector, Him whom it had as Maker, in order that what could 
not have come into being save through Him, should not be 
able to subsist at all without Him. And lest the creature 
might not know this about itself and consequently (which 
God forbid) in its pride arrogate to itself the benefits it had 
received from its Creator, the same Maker in His high and 
salutaiy counsel wills that man should be harassed with 
troubles; so that when man has failed and God has come to 
his assistance, while man is being delivered by God, God, as 
is fitting, may be honored by man. For this is what He says: 
“call upon Me in the day of trouble: I will deliver thee, and 
thou shalt glorify Me.” Thus it comes to pass in this wise that 
a man, an animal and carnal by nature, who knew how to 
love no one except himself may begin even for his own sake, 
to love God too, because in Him beyond a shadow of a doubt. 
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as he has often learned from experience, he can do all things 
—those, to be sure, which it is good to be able to do—and with¬ 
out Him he can do nothing.’® 

A man, therefore, loves God but still for a while for his 
own sake, not for Himself. It is, however, a sort of prudence 
to know what you are able to do by yourself, what with God’s 
help, and to presen'c }’Our.self guiltless for Him who keeps 
you unharmed. But if tribulation assails you again and again, 
and on this account there occurs an oft-repeated turning 
towards God; and as often, there follows deliverance ob¬ 
tained from God, is it not true that even though the breast 
were of steel or the heart of stone in one so many times res¬ 
cued, it must of necessity be softened at the grace of the 
Rescuer so that man might love God not merely for his 
own sake but for God Himself? From the occasion that 
arises from frequent needs it is necessary that man should 
frequently, in repeated intercourse, go to God who in such 
intercourse is tasted, and it is by tasting that it is proved how 
sweet is the Lord. Thus it happens that when once His 
sweetness has been tasted, it draws us to the pure love of God 
more than our need impels. We now love God, not for our 
necessity; for we ourselves have tasted and kno.w' how’ sweet 
is the Lord. .And so for one who feels thus, it will not now 
be hard to fulfil the commandment in regard to loving his 
neighbor. For he truly loves God and in this way also loves 
the things which are God’s. lie loves purely and it is no bur¬ 
den for the pure to he obedient to a command; rather, puri¬ 
fying his heart, as it is written, in the obedience of charity. 
He loves justly and gladly embraces a just command. This 
love is deservedly acceptable because it is disinterested. It is 
pure because it is paid neither by word nor tongue, but by 
deed and truth. It is just, sinee it is paid back as it is re¬ 
ceived. For he who loves thus, to be sure, loves in no other 
wise than he is loved; seeking, in his turn, not the things that 
are his owm but the things that are Jesus Christ’s, just as He 
sought the things that are ours, or rather ourselves and not 
His own. It is thus He loves who says: “Give praisg to the 

Ibid,, chap. viii. 
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Lord, for He is good.” He who gives praise to the Lord not 
because He is good to him but because He is good, he truly 
loves God for God and not for his own sake. This is the third 
degree of love by which God is now loved for Ilis very self.” 

Happ.y is lie who has deserved to attain as high as the 
fourth degree where a man docs not love even hirnself except 
for the sake of God. When will the mind experience such an 
affection as this, .so that inebriated with divine love, forget¬ 
ful of self, and become in its own eves like a vessel that is 
destroyed, the whole of it may continue on to God and being 
joined to God, become one .spirit with Him? Blessed and 
holy, I would say, is he to whom it has been given to ex¬ 
perience such a thing in tliis mortal life at rare inters'als or 
even once, and this suddenly and scarcely for the space of a 
single moment. In a certain manner to lose yourself as 
though you wei c not, and to be utterly unconscious of j our- 
self and to be emptied of yourself and, as it were, brought to 
nothing, this pertains to heavenly intercourse, not to human 
affection. And if, indeed, anvone among mortals is suddenlv 
from time to time (as has been said) even for the space of a 
moment admitted to this, straightway the wicked world 
grows envious, the evil of the day throws everything into 
confusion, the body of death becomes a burden, the necessity 
of the flesh causes unrest, the fainting away of corruption 
offers no support, and what is more vehement than these, fra¬ 
ternal charity [i.c., obligations to one’s neighbor] recalls one 
[from the state of contemplation]. 

Since, however. Scripture says God 'liath made all things 
for Himself,” it will certainly come to pass that the creature 
will at one time or other conform itself to its Author and be 
of one mind with Him. We ought therefore be transformed 
into this same disposition of soul, so that as God has willed 
that everything should be for Himself, so we, too, may de¬ 
liberately desire neither ourselves nor any other thing to have 
been in the past, or to be in the future, unless it be equally 
for His sake, to wit, for His sole will, not for our o\vn pleasure. 
Just as a little drop of water mixed with a lot of wine seems 
Ibid., chap. ix. 
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entirely to lose its own identity, while it takes on the taste 
of wine and its color; just as iron, heated and glowing, looks 
veiy much like fire, having divested itself of its original and 
characteristic appearance; and just as air flooded with the 
light of the sun is transformed into the same splendor of 
light so that it appears not so much lighted up as to be light 
itself; so it will inevitably happen that in saints every human 
affection will then in some ineffable manner melt awa\’ from 
self and be entirely transfused into the will of God. The 
substance, indeed, will remain, but in another form, another 
glor\', and another pow'cr.’" 

The Disinterested Love of God 

I remember well that a while ago I wrote a letter to the 
holy Carthusian brethren and in it, among other matters, I 
discussed these very grades of love. That, I say, is true and 
genuine love and must be admitted as proceeding entirely 
from “a pure heart, a good conseicnce, and a faith unfeigned,” 
by which we love the good of our neighbor as well as our 
own. For he who loves only what is his, or loves it more, 
stands convicted of loving good unchastely, since he loves for 
his own and not for His sake. And such a one cannot obey 
the prophet who sa)'s: Gi\'e praise to the Lord, for He is 
good. He gives praise, to be sure, because, perhaps. He is 
good to him but not because He is good in Himself. There is 
a man who gives praise to the Lord because He is powerful, 
and there is a man who gives praise to Him because He is 
good to him, and, again, there is a man who gives praise to 
Him because He is simply good. The first is a servant and 
fears for himself; the set'ond, a hireling, desires things for his 
own sake; the third, a son, gives honor to the father. And so 
he who is afraid and he who desires things for his own sake, 
both act Tor themselves. (5nl)rfhe love which is Tound in a 
son "se'eketh not her own.” For this reason I think that it was 
of love that it was said: “The law of the Lord is unspotted, 
converting souls”; for it is she [love] alone which is strong 

12 Ihid., chap. x. 
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enough to convert a soul from love of self and of the world, 
and direct it to God. For, neither fear nor love of oneself 
converts the soul. At times they change an expression of 
countenance or an external act, but an affection, never. Even 
a servant, to be sure, sometimes does the work of God, but 
because he does not do it freely he is known still to remain 
in his hardness. Even the hireling does the work of God, but 
because^ he does not do it without recompense he is convicted 
of lieing carri('d along bv his own cnpiclitv. But love converts 
souls whom she makes free agemts.^'' 

It is not rightly said that th(' just have no law, or that the 
just are without the law, but ‘The law is not made for tlie 
just '; that is, it is not imposed upon them as upon unwilling 
subjects but it is given them as to willing subjects, with a 
fr(*edom equal to the sweetness with which it is breathed 
into them}. Hence, also, the Lord says beautifully: 'Take up 
My yoke' upon }' 0 u”; as if IIc^ would say: I do not place it upon 
the unwilling, but > on, if you are willing, take it up; otherwise 
you will find not rc'st but ial)or for your souls. 

The law of love, ihc^reforc', is good and sweet. It is not 
only lightly and sweetly borne but renders the laws even of 
servants and hirelings bc*arable and light. It does not destrov 
these laws, to l)e sure, but it brings about their fulfillment 
in accordance with Our Lord’s words when He said: “I am 
not come to destroy (the law) but to fulfill it.” It modifies 
the one, it puts order into the other, and it lightems both of 
them. Never will love be without fear, but chaste fear; never 
will it be without its desire of personal gratification, but kept 
within bounds. Love, therefore, perfects the law of the 
servant when it imparts devotion, and that of the hireling 
when it directs aright his desire of reward. Suredy devotion 
mingled with fear does not annihilate those last but purifies 
them. Dread of punishment, only, is taken away, without 
which fear can not exist so long as it is servile; and this fear is 
pure and filial, enduring forever and ever. For, the text which 
reads, "perfect love casteth out fear,” is to be understood 
of a dread of punishment which (as we have said) is never 
Ibid,, chap. xii. 
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wanting to servile fear. This (we said) making use of that sort 
of speech in which, often, the cause is put for the effect. As 
for a desire for personal gratification, it is them kept within 
bounds bv the love which is joined to it, \^ llcn evil is com- 
pletelv re'jected, better things are preferred to the good, nor 
are good things desired sa\'e on account of those ^^^hich are 
better. When the coinple^te fulfillment of this will ha\’e been 
attained through God’s grace, the body and every good that 
pertains to the bodv will be loved only for the sake of the 
soul; the soul for the sake of God; but God for His own sake.’^ 
Nevertheless, because we are carnal and are born of the 
concupiscence of the flesh, it follows as a necessary conse¬ 
quence that our desire for personal gratification, or our love, 
should have its source in the fl(‘sh. But if it is directc'd accord¬ 
ing to the right order of things, advancing by its several de¬ 
grees under the guidance of grace, it will at last be con¬ 
summated by the spirit because: ‘'tliat was not first v\'hich is 
spiritual, but that which is natural; afterwards that wliich 
is spiritual.” First, therefore, man lov(‘S himself for his own 
sake; for, he is flesh and he can have no taste for anything 
except in relation to himself. And when he sees that he 
cannot subsist of himself he be^gins to se'ek God through faith 
as something, as it were, necessary for him, and to love Him. 
Thus he loves God according to the second degree, but for 
his own sake, not for Himself. But when, in truth, on account 
of his own necessity he has begun to worship and come to 
Him again and again by meditating, by reading, by prayer 
and bv being obedient, little by little God becomes known to 
him through experience, in a sort of familiarity, and conse¬ 
quently He grows sweet; and thus by tasting how sweet is 
tli(" Lord he passes to the third degree so that he loves God 
now, not for his own sake but for Himself. Yes, in this degree 
he stands still for a very long time. And I know not if the 
fourth degree is attaine^d in its perfection by any man in this 
life so that, forsooth, a man loves himself onlv for the sake 
of God. If there are any who have experience of this, let 
them declare it; to me, I confess, it seems impossible. But it 

Ihid.y chap. xiv. 
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will be so, beyond a doubt, when the good and faithful 
servant has been brought into the joy of his Lord and inebri¬ 
ated with the plenty of God’s house. For, forgetful of himself 
in a wonderful way, as it were, and as if entirely freed of self 
he will continue on, wholly, into God, and thereafter being 
joined to Him he will be one spirit with Him.’® 


From 

Meist er Eckhart: About Disinterest’*' 

I have read much of what has been written, both by 
heathen philosophers and sages and in the Old and New 
Testaments. I have sought earnestly and with great diligence 
that good and high virtue by which man may draw closest to 
CJod and through which one may best approximate the idea 
God had of him before he was created, when there was no 
separation between man and God; and having delved into all 
this writing, as far as my intelligence would permit, I find 
that [high virtue] to be pure disinterest, that is, detachment 
from creatures. Our Lord said to Martha: “Unum est neces- 
sarium,” which is to say: to be untroubled and pure, one 
thing is necessary and tliat is disinterest. 

The teachers praise love, and highly too, as St. Paul did, 
when he said: "No matter what I do, if I have not love, I am 
nothing.” Nevertheless, I put disinterest higher than love. 
My first reason is as follows. The best thing about love is 
that it makes me love God. Now, it is much more advan¬ 
tageous for me to move God toward myself than for me to 
move toward him, for my blessing in eternity depends on my 
being identified with God. He is more able to deal with me 
and join me than I am to join him. Disinterest brings God to 
pie and I can demonstrate it this way: Everything likes its 

Ibid., chap. xv. 

This and all subsequent selections are from Meister Eckhart, a Modem 
Translation, trans. by R. B. Blakney (New York: Harper & Bros., 1941). 
Copyright 1941 by Harper & Bros. Reprinted by permission. 
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own habitat best; God’s habitat is purity and unity, which are 
due to disinterest. Therefore God nece.ssarily gives himself 
to the disinterested heart. 

In the second place, I put disinterest above Ipve because 
l ove comp els me to suffer for God’s sake, whereas disinterest 
makes me .wnsitive onh- to God. This r^xiiks far alixn-e suffer- 
mg for God or in God; for, when he suffers, nian pays some 
attention to the creature from which his suffering comes, but 
being disinterested, he is quite dc'tached from the creature. 
I demonstrate that, being disinterested, a man is sensitive 
only to God, in this way: Experience must always be an ex¬ 
perience of something, but disinterest comes so close to zero 
that nothing but God is rarefied enough to get into it, to enter 
the disinterested heart. That is why a disinterested person 
is sensitive to nothing but God. Each person experiences 
things in his own way and thus every distinguishable thing is 
seen and understood according to the approach of the be¬ 
holder and not, as it might be, from its own point of view. 

The authorities also praise humility abo\'e other virtues, 
but I put disinterest above humility for the following reasons. 
There can be humility without disinterc.st but disinterest 
cannot be perfect without humility; perfect humilitv depends 
on self-denial; disinterest comes so near to zero that nothing 
may intervene. Thus, there cannot be disinterest without 
humility and, anyway, two virtues are better than one! 

The second reason I put disinterest abo\’e humility is that 
in humility man abases himself before creatures, and in doing 
so pays some attention to the creatures themselves. Disin¬ 
terest, however, stays within itself. No transference of atten¬ 
tion [such as humility] can ever rank so high that being self- 
contained will not go higher. Perfectly disinterested, a man 
has no regard for anything, no inclination to be above this 
or below that, no desire to be over or under; he remains what 
he is, neither loving nor hating, and desiring neither likeness 
to this or unlikeness to that. He desires only to be one and 
the same; for to want to be this or that is to want something; 
and the disinterested person wants nothing. Thus everything 
remains unaffected as far as he is concerned. 
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You may ask: “What is this disinterest that it is so noble 
a matter?” Know, then, that a mind unmoved by any con¬ 
tingent affection or sorrow, or honor, or slander, or vice, is 
really disinterested—like a broad mountain that is not shaken 
by a gentle wind. Unmovable disinterest brings man into his 
closest resemblance to God. It gives God his status as God. 
His purity is derived from it, and then his simplicity and 
unchangeable character. If man is to be like God, to the ex¬ 
tent that any creature may resemble him, the likeness will 
come through disinterest, and man proceeds from puritv to 
simplicity and from simplicity to unchangeableness, and thus 
the likeness of God and man comes about. It is an achieve¬ 
ment of the grace that allures man away from temporal things 
and purges him of the transitory. Keep this in mind: to be 
full of tilings is to be empty of God, while to be empty of 
things is to.be full of God. 

Now I ask what the object of pure disinterest is. I reply 
that it is neither this nor that. Pure disinterest is empty 
nothingness, for it is on that high plane on which God gives 
effect to his will. It is not jxissible for God to do his will 
in every heart, for even though he is almighty, he cannot act 
except where he finds preparations made or he makes them 
himself. I say “or makes them” on account of St. Paul, for 
God did not find him ready; he prepared St. Paul by an in¬ 
fusion of grace. Olherwnse, I say that God acts where he finds 
that preparations have been made. 

Take an illustration from nature. If I wish to wTitg on a 
white tablet, then no matter how fine the matter already 
written on it, it will confuse me and prevent me from writing 
down [my thoughts]; so that, if I still wish to use the tablet, 
I must first erase all that is written on it, but it will never 
iserve me as well for writing as when it is clean. Similarly, 
if God is to write his message about the highest matters on 
my heart, everything to be referred to as “this or that” must 
first come out and I must be disinterested. God is free to 
do his will on his own level when my heart, being disinter¬ 
ested, is bent on neither this nor that. 
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But no man can be sensitive to divine influence except by 
conforming to God, and in proportion to his conformity he 
is sensitive to divine influence. Conformity comes of sub¬ 
mission to God. The more subject to creatures a man is, the 
less he conforms to God, but the pure, disinterested heart, 
being void of creatures, is constantly worshiping God and 
conforming to him, and is therefore sensitive to his influence. 

Among men, be aloof; do not engage yourself to any idea 
you get; free yourself from everything chance brings to you, 
things that accumulate and cumber you; set your mind in 
virtue to contemplation, in which the God you bear in your 
heart shall be your steady object, the object from which your 
attention never wavers; and whatever else your duty may be, 
whether it be fasting, watching, or praving, dedicate it all to 
this one end, doing each only as much as is necessary to your 
single end. Thus you shall come to the goal of perfection.^’ 


From 

Meister Eckiurt; The Sermons. No. .3 

“I must be about my Father’s business!” This text is quite 
convenient to the discussion in which I shall now engage, 
dealing with the eternal birth, which occurred at one point of 
time, and which occurs every day in tlie innermost recess of 
the soul—a recess to which there is no avenue of approach. 
To know this birth at the core of the soul it is ntjcessarv above 
all that one should be about his Father’s business. 

No one can be sure of the exporitmee of this birth, or even 
approach it, except by the expenditure of a great deal of 
energy. It is impossible without a complete withdrawal of 
the senses from the [world of] things and great force is re¬ 
quired to repress all the agents of the soul and cause them to 
cease functioning. It takes much strength to gather them all 
in, and without that strength it cannot be done. 

You may, however, say: Alas, good man, if, to be prepared 
for God, one needs a heart freed from ideas and activities 

17 Ibid., pp. 82-91. 
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which are natural to the agents of the soul, how about those 
deeds of love which are w'holly cxlt'mal, such as teaching and 
comforting those W'ho are in need? Are these to be denied? 
Arc w'e to forgo the deeds that occupied the disciples of our 
Lord so incessantly, the work that occupied St. Paul on be¬ 
half of die people, so much that he was like a father to them? 
Shall we be denied the [diviiu*] goodness because we do vir¬ 
tuous deeds? 

Let us see how this ejuestion is to be an.swcrcd. The one 
[contemplation] is good. The other [deeds of virtue] is neces¬ 
sary. Mary was praised for having chosen the better part but 
Martha’s life was useful, for .she waited on Christ and his 
disciples. St. Thomas [Aquinas] says that the active life is 
better than the contemplative, for in it one pours out the love 
he has received in contemplation. Yet it is all one; for what 
SVC plant in the soil of contemplation we shall reap in the 
harvx!st of action and thus the purpose of contemplation is 
achies ed. There is a transition from one to the other but it is 
all a single process with one end in \iew—that God is, after 
which it returns to what it w'as before. If I go from one end 
of this house to the other, it is true, I .shall be moving and 
yet it w'ill be all one motion. In all he does, man has only 
his one vision of God. One is based on the other and fulfills 
it. In the unity [one beholds] in contemplation, God fore¬ 
shadows [the variety of] the harv'est of action. In contempla¬ 
tion, you serve only yourself. In good works, you serve many 
people. 

God begets his Son or the Word in the soul and, receiving 
it, the soul passes it on in many forms, through its agents, now 
as desire, now' in good intentions, now in loving deeds, now 
in gratitude or w'hatever concerns it. These are all his and 
not yours at all. Credit God with all he does and take none 
for yourself. 

Above all, claim nothing for yourself. Relax and let God 
operate you and do what he will with you. The deed is his; 
the word is his; this birth is his; and all you are is his, for 
you have surrendered self to him, with all your soul’s agents 
and their functions and even your personal nature. Then at 
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once, God comes into voiir being and faculties, for you are 
like a desert, despoiled of all that was peculiarly your own. 

Perhaps, however, you object: “What should one do to be 
as empty as a desert, as far as self and things go? Should one 
just wait and do nothing? Or should he sometimes pray, read, 
or do such virtuous things as listening to a sermon or study¬ 
ing the Bible—of course, not taking these things as if from 
outside himself, but inwardh', as from God? And if one does 
not do these things, isn’t he missing something?’’ 

This is the answer. ]^jcteiP-'d of virtue were instituted 
aud-Qidaincd so that the outer man'might be directed to 
God and set apart for spiritual life and all good things^ and 
not diverted from them by incompatible pursuits. They were 
insfifuted to restrain man from things impertinent to his high 
calling, so that when God wants to use him, he will be found 
ready, not needing to be brought back from things coarse and 
irrelcN ant. The more pleasure one takes in externalities the 
harder it is to turn away from them. The stronger the love the 
greater the pain of parting. 

See! Praying, reading, singing, watching, fasting, and 
doing penance—all these virtuous practices were contrived to 
catch us and keep us away from strange, ungodly things. 
Thus, if one feels that the spirit of God is not at work in him, 
that he has departed inw^ardly from God, he will all the more 
feel the need to do virtuous deeds—especially those he finds 
most pertinent or useful—not for his owm personal ends but 
rather to honor the truth—he will not wish to be drawn or led 
aw^ay by obvious things. Rather, he w^ill w^ant to cleav(j to 
God, so that God will find him quickly and not have to look 
far afield for him when, once more, he wants to act through 
him. 

But w’^hen a person has a true spiritual experience, he may 
boldly drop external disciplines, even those to which he is 
bound by vows, from which even a bishop may not release 
him. No man may release another from vows he has made to 
God—for such vows are contracts between man and God. And 
also, if a person who has vowed many things such as prayer, 
fasting, or pilgrimages, should enter an order, he is then free 
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from the vow, for once in the order, his bond is to all virtue 
and to God himself. 

I want to emphasize that. However much a person may 
have vowed himself to many things, when he enters upon a 
true spiritual experience he is released from them all. As 
long as that experience lasts, whether a w'eek, or a month, or 
a year, none of this time will he lost to the monk or nun, for 
God, whose prisoners they are, will account for it all. When 
he returns to his usual nature, however, let him fulfill the 
vows appropriate to each passing moment as it comes, hut 
let him not think for a moment of making up for the times he 
seemed to neglect, for God will make up for whatever time he 
caused you to be idle. Nor should yoti think it could he made 
up hy any numher of creature-deeds, for the least deed of 
God is more than all human deeds together. This is said for 
learned and enlightened people who have been illumined by 
God and the Scriptures. 

This is easy to prove, for we must look to the fruits, the in¬ 
ward truth, rather than to outward works. As St. Paul says: 
“Th(? lettc'r killeth (that is, all formal practices) hut the spirit 
maketh alive (that is, inner experience of the truth).” Realize 
tliis clearly, that whatever leads you closest to this inner truth, 
you arc to follow in all you do.^® 


From 

Mki.stkr Eckiiart: The Seraions. No. 4 

God lies in wait for us with nothing so much as love. Love 
is like a fi.sherman’s hook. Without the hook he could never 
catch a fish, but once the hook is taken the fisherman is sxure 
of the fish. Even though the fish twists hither and yon, still 
the fisherman is sure of him. And so, too, I speak of love: he 
who is caught by it is held by the strongest bonds and yet the 
stress is pleasant. He who takes this sweet burden on him- 

is JUd., pp. 109-17. 
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self gets further, and comes nearer to what he aims at than 
he would by means of any harsh ordinance ever devised by 
man. Moreover, he can sweetly bear all that happens to him, 
all that God inflicts he can take cheerfully. Nothing makes 
you God’s ow’ii, or God yours, as much as this sweet bond. 
\Vhen one has found this way, he looks for no other. To hang 
on this hook is to be so [completely] captured that feet and 
hands, and mouth and eyes, the heart, and all a man is and 
has, become God’s own. 

Therefore there is no better way to overcome the enemy, so 
that he may never hurt you, than by means of love. Thus it 
is written: “Love is as strong as deatli and harder than hell.” 
Death separates the soul from the body but love separates 
everything from the soul. It cannot endure anything any¬ 
where that is not God or God’s. Whatever he does, who is 
caught in this net, or turned in this direction, love docs it, and 
love alone; and whether the man docs it or not, makes no 
difference. 

The most trivial deed or function in such a person is more 
profitable and fruitful to himself and all men, and pleases 
God better, than all other human practices put together, 
which, though done without deadly sin, are characterized by 
a minimum of love. His rest is more profitable than another’s 
work. 

Therefore wait only for this hook and you will be caught 
up into blessing, and the more you are caught the more you 
will be set free. That we all may be so caught and set free, 
may he help us, who is love itself. Amen.’® 
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chapter 7 


THOMAS AQUINAS AND 
SCHOLASTICISM 

The writings of St. Thomas Aquinas ( 1225- 74) stand as 
the high-water mark of medieval Catholic thought. He was 
the master spokesman for the Christian faith in that era of 
European history when Catholic theology and the power of 
the Roman church reached their peak of influence. This thir¬ 
teenth-century period has been called that of “the medieval 
unity of civilization.” This generalization hides, no doubt, 
many considerable disunities and tensions that prevailed in 
this as in any other age. Yet, if contrasted with the “confusion 
of tongues” that prevails in twentieth-century culture, the 
prevailing climate of opinion in Tho m as' time was .oneuin 
which Christian principles as to the nature of God, of man, 
and of man's destiny were generally acknowledged as the 
basis of culture. In that day a spokesman for the Christian 
faith like Thomas was not under the necessity of defending 
the faith as a minority claim against competing non-Christian 
views*-J[Iis task was to draw together in synthesis and to 
articulate in detail the vast body of accepted Christian wis¬ 
dom that had developed through the Middle Ages. 

The monumental structure that Thomas built, though after 
his death rather neglected, proved in time so persuasive a 
summation of Christian thought that the Boman Catholic 
hierarchy in the nineteenth century came to look on him as 
the “official” Aeologian of the church. Modern Catholic in- 
vesti^Tio'li, in science as in philosophy, is carried on within 
the general framework set by Thomas. Indeed, any attempt 
to comprehend the attitude of Rome on such lively issues as 
private property, labor unions, communism, and contracep- 
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tion leads one back to the Thomistic first principles. The An¬ 
glican tradition in the Quurch of Eiigland has also beeii much 
indebted to St. Thomas, perhaps more than to any other 
philosopher. 

The unique achievement of St . Thomas was the synthesis 
of Aristotelian philosophy and Christian theology. Aristotle’s 
philosophy, rediscovered in its original form just prior to 
Aquinas’ time, was creating considerable furor as a chal¬ 
lenge to the Platonic and Augustinian traditions, long domi¬ 
nant in Christian theology. The two most influential monastic 
orders of the day, rivals on many issues, divided sharply also 
on their attitude toward Aristotle. The Franciscans viewed 
with scepticism, if not alarm, the kind of rationalism found in 
Aristotle. The Pominicans, on the other hand, of whom 
yhomas was one, re ceiv ed Aristotle with respect, not as an 
enemy but, if truly interpreted, as an ally of the Christian 
faith. Thomas set out to show how the Aristotelian method 
and presuppositions were quite in keeping with orthodoxy. 
His veneration for Aristotle (whom he calls “the Philosopher”) 
is reflected throughout his pages, both as to method and con¬ 
tent. From the Christian tradition, Aquinas die.W heavily on 
the Bib le, of course, on the ohurch fathers, particularly Alt 
gustine, on the medie\^l_nipnks and mystics, and on his own 
Dominican teacher, Albertus Magnus, whose germinal in¬ 
sights and enthusiasm for Aristotle had been passed on to his 
student. In the drawing together of all these elements, 
Thomas was much more than a mechanical summarizer. His 
synthesis was a creative one, marked by his own particular 
genius for a painstaking investigation of every path and by¬ 
path of thought and by a rational and orderly arrangement of 
ideas into an architectonic whole. 

The Thomistic Theology 

Thomas’jnain work, the Summ aJ^ologica, is voluminous 
in spread; even the Ibarest lines~oFThe~argliment are too 
complex to be sketched here. Certain salient features of this 
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theology, however, need to be reviewed as a background for 
the understanding of his ethics. 

Using Aristotle’s philosophical method—his concept of 
knowledge, teleology, and causation—Aquinas established, at 
least to his own satisfaction, absolute proof for the existence 
of God. Quite gpart from “faith,” sheer logical rigor would be 
led by a thoroughgoing analysis of the natural world to posit 
as the necessary basis of temporal existence a Supreme Being 
and Supreme Good, the First Cause and Intelligent Controller 
of the universe, by whose hand it is continually sustained in 
existence. Further, by analogy from human personality, this 
God can be described as just, merciful, rational, and pur¬ 
posive, if it is recognized that He is “just” and “merciful” not 
as is any human being but in a supremely excellent and in¬ 
finite way. Thus far natural reason leads us in establishing 
the existence and attributes of God. “Faith” goes further to 
believe that God is Triune, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. This 
is a belief which does not go against reason, though it goes 
beyond the power of reason to demonstrate on the basis of 
logical inference from the natural world. 

God brings the world into e.xistence as an ordt;red struc¬ 
ture. There are distinct levels in the scale of creation: (1) 
angels at the top, who are disembodied rational souls, (2) men, 
in whom soul is conjoined with body but who arc distin¬ 
guished from ^he lower levels in having rational souls and 
wills, capable of self-consciousness and free choice based on 
intellectual comprehension, (3) animals, whose embodied 
souls are “sensitive” and animating but not rational, (4) plants, 
whose souls are capable simply of reproduction and growth, 
and (5) the crude elements of prime matter, which is com¬ 
pletely “soul-less” and imorganized. Thus, the type of soul 
determines the position of different kinds of beings on this 
ladder of creation. 

In order to understand what he must do as an ethical 
being, man must first recognize his midway status in this 
brder of creation,.between the angel and tlie animal. Thomas 
aflBrms that of the two elements conjoined in man, soul and 
body, the body is not by nature the bad part of him.^As 
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ipiich as soul it is created good. Yet it is of lesser worth and 
good only as ordered by the .spiritual element, the soul, which 
is created to seek the end of perfection in God, to pass 
through its temporary bodily housing in such fashion that it 
can he fit for the bodiless angehc state of perfection that lies 
beyond this life. 

It is God’s intention that man should be enabled to reach 
the end for which he was made: perfect happiness or the 
vision of God. The Creator therefore endows man with an 
ample variety of equipment whose proper use can lead to per¬ 
fection, prepared for in this life, consummated in the next. 
Self-analysis reveals to a person that on the intellectual level 
he has the gift of reason, the capacity to judge truth, to piece 
together information derived from sense experience into a 
coherent whole and a pattern of ends. Man also finds himself 
imbued with a general capacity to distinguish right from 
wrong, or s yntcrcs is. When this is projierly schooled by rea- 
sofT in dealing wth particulars it is called conscience, the 
moral skill in applying universal principles to practical situa¬ 
tions. 

When a man properly disciplines his drives and impulses 
(“appetitive faculties”) into the patterns of behavior which 
his reason guides, he acquires good habits, or virtues, which 
are the very stuff of morality. Virtue is “a settled disposition 
of doing good.” Thus does Aquinas combine the will and the 
reason in describing the inner sources of ethical action: The 
will is the propulsive drive which seeks the good, but only 
truly finds it when that good is presented to it by the rea¬ 
son. Morality is as much a matter of head as of heart. The 
intellectual virtues of “intuition,” “science,” and “wisdom,” 
involving skilh'd perception of first principles, are prerequi¬ 
site for right-minded moral decision in the practical realm. 
In man-to-man relation.ships, the life of a good man will be 
characterized by tlie practice of the four classical virtues: 
temperance, courage (or fortitude), justice, and above all 
wisdom or prudence, that refined ability to judge correctly 
wTiat is right to know and do. This much can be developed 
by natural and reasonable man, quite apart from revelation 
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and faith. In all this Thomas does little more than reproduce 
Aristotle. God endows man, through Christian revelation and 
the church with its sacraments, with the added gift of the 
three theological virtues, faith, hope, and love, which direct 
man to God Himself, and which therefore crown the four 
natural virtues. These seven cardinal virtues are the internal 
habits of the good life. 

The Creator providers further guide lines to moral perfec¬ 
tion of an external sort: the structure of laws. The context in 
which man practices his morality is a law-abiding universe 
under the governance of a sovereign Cod. There are four 
kinds of law. (1) Jitcxiial law is the ultimate transcendent 
“blueprint’* of the universe in the mind of God. (2) Natural 
Jaw is the enactment of the eternal law in the created world 
and there discernible by the reason of man. Though all the 
levels of creation, inanimate and animate, arc ruled bv natural 
law, nu'n alone' are consciously subject to it through the re¬ 
sponsible participation of their free wills. (3) IJuiRan law, 
which is statute law, positive law, is enacted by human be¬ 
ings. The point to note here is that while human law is cre¬ 
ated by man, it is valid only in so far as its principles are 
grounded in natural law, which is to be discovered in the 
universe, (4) Di> ine law is the special revealed law found in 
the Bible, which in part parallels natural law known by rea¬ 
son and in part goes be\ ond it. 

With the guidance of the God-given internal principles of 
morality and the external constraints of the structure of laws, 
one might expect men to run easily down the road to perfec¬ 
tion. But ever since Adam’s fall, men have failed to realize 
the perfection they might achieve. Their good natures are 
corrupted, in part through a blindness of their reason, in 
part through a stubbornness of their wills. Above all they 
have lost the supernatural gifts of blessedness. Tb overcome 
the shortcoming of natural man in sin, there is needrfdf the 
further and final assistance from God in his activity of grace, 
jn^ the sending of Jesus Christ to earth to break the power of 
evil, and through the establishment of his Church to provide 
in history a continuing channel wherein the forgiveness and 
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sustenance of God can be mediated through the sacraments. 
As his hand is seen at work at the level of nature and the level 
of grace, then, God is ever seeking to draw men upward to 
himself, to realize their true natures as his own creatures, 
even in this life bound for citizenship in heaven. 

The Role of Reason 

There are certain characteristic stresses in this svnthesis of 
Aristotelian and Christian thought which mark the distinctive 
Thomistic variations on the central theme of the Christian 
view of the good life. For one thing, as to method, Thomas 
always works through the apparent conflicts of thought to a 
"‘both-and” resolution, rather than leaving issues in “either-or” 
opposition. Unlike many of the more dialectical thinkers in 
the Christian tradition, Thomas is convinced that the whole 
of human experience is not paradoxical, at odds with itself. 
As product of the divine Mind it is a rational unity, and the 
persevering reason of man can describe the way the parts fit 
into the whole. So he reconciles the Aristotelian and tlie 
Christian world views. Law and grace, faith and reason, na¬ 
ture and supernature, duty and inclination, self-love and the 
love of others—these have constituted for many a Christian 
points of polar opposition between which one lives in tension 
with no hope of resolution on the hither side of eternity. Not 
so for Thomas. He works tliem all together in a neatly or¬ 
dered scheme of salvation. 

A second characteristic of the moral theory of Thomas is 
the high regard he holds for the natural world and natural 
man. Even without the supernatural activity of grace, any 
man, since he is endowed with reason, can know God and his 
natural law, and can achieve a level of natural goodness, such 
as the Greeks knew apart from Christ. This is only a partial 
goodness and a flickering vision of God, to be sure, but no 
less real for being partial. Here may be noted a point of 
contrast with Augustine, for whom the natural man uncon¬ 
verted by grace was corrupt and sinful and for whom the 
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natural virtues of the Greeks stood in need of conversion by 
divine love in order truly to be good. But for Thomas, grace 
completes nature. It brings to fulfillment what a natural man 
trying to be good can only part way attain. Thus the theo¬ 
logical virtues go on from where the natural virtues leave off, 
to a higher level of moral acconn)Iishment, leading man from 
earthly goodness to his heavenly destination. 

A third motif of Thomas is the emphasis on rationality in 
ethics. The reason of man is his most exalted natural part. 
The exercise of reason in ethical choice is the sign of moral 
stature. The mos t essential pf all the virtues intellectual and 
moral is prudence, by wliich Thomas means not a calculating, 
self-interested caution, but the quality best described by the 
modern phrase “good judgment.” Thomas shares with Aris¬ 
totle and with Clement of Alexandria a pliilosopher's preju¬ 
dice against the extremes of radical, hasty, unthinking action, 
when even well-meant ardor gets out of the control of de¬ 
liberation and common sense. Aristotle's “mean” becomes 
now a rule of Christian ethics. In nothing too much. Good 
action is the wise action that strikes a proper median betw'cen 
excess and deficiency or achieves a nice balance among vari¬ 
ous interests. Even in the practice of Christian love one 
should be sensible about balancing self-love w'ith the love 
of others in proper degree, for self-regard of an orderly sort 
has a proper place in the Christian life. 

The constant play of the judicious reason which Thomas 
extols results inevitably in a distinctive treatment of the origi¬ 
nal ethics of the Sermon on the Mount. The commands of 
Clnist, stated in their unqualified, stark form (“Love your 
enemies,” “Judge not,” “Lay not up for yourselves treasure on 
earth,” etc.) are moderated and qualified by Thomas as he 
explicates them in terms of the particular circumstances in 
which they are to be practiced. We are to love our enemies, 
yes, but only in such and such situations, in such and such a 
manner, with such and such provisos. And it is prudence that 
draws the fine distinctions.. Some Protestant critics of scho¬ 
lasticism have claimed that any “sensible” qualifications of 
these Christian commands destroy their heroic integrity. In- 
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deed the very genius of the Christian life, they claim, is its 
absurdity, its nonconformity to the practical ethics of the 
world which common-sense reason holds. Tims, it is charged, 
the Thomistic synthesis is faithful more to the mind of Aris¬ 
totle Shan to the mind of Christ. 

The Pursuit of Happiness 

The section on ethics in the Sutnma Theologica' starts with 
Aristotle’s question: What is the “end” of man? Since all 
human action is end-directed, men find themselves involved 
in a whole complex of ends or targets. Which of these shall 
be taken as the inclusive or ultimate end and by which shall 
the worth of lesser, proximate ends be measured? Thomas 
agrees w ith Aristo tle that thejsupreme end sought by rational 
niea is eudaimoniQ^^muaWy translated as “happiness^’^connot¬ 
ing by that not pleasvire but a sense of well-being and well¬ 
doing. To push the question further, in what does this hap- 
pinf'ss consist? Various popular candidates arc considered: 
money, honor, reputation, power. They all fall short, since 
tliey dc'pend on circumstances external to man and come at 
the fickle hand of fortune. At best, these are unsought recog¬ 
nitions of an internal quality of life. Looking inward, then, 
can it be said that happiness lies in any well-being of the 
body, in pleasure? Certainly not, since the body is secondary 
in inq)ortance to the soul. The good of the soul? Yes, in a 
sense. “Happiness itself, being a perfection of the soul, is a 
good inherent in the soul: but that in which happiness con¬ 
sists, or the object that makes one happy, is something outside 
the soul.”® Since we do not find the chief constituent of hap¬ 
piness in anything external to man in the temporal world or 
in anything within man, either body or soul, we look, ofcooc 
man, to Qpd. “Hence it is clear that nothing can set the will 
of man at rest but universal good, which is not found in any- 

1 Thomas' chief ethical writings are Part II of the Stimma Theologica, 
Book III of the Summa Contra Gentiles, and the treatise On the Governance 
of Rulers. 

2 Summa Thcologica, II-I, Q. 2, art. vii. 
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thing created, but in God alone.”® “The last and perfect hap¬ 
piness of man cannot be otherwise tKan in the vision of the 
jpivine Essence.”^ This end-of-ends, never perfectly realized 
in this life, is vet the lode-star of the Christian life on earth. 

The passages that follow, taken from the Summa Theo- 
logica, lead the diseussion through the psychological analysis 
of human behavior, the nature of the will and reason, the con¬ 
sideration of the kinds of virtues, to the treatment of the kinds 
of law. Tlic full text of the material follows the manner of 
scholastic debate: each Article proposes a question, assembles 
possible objections to the thesis, which is then stated, and 
ends with replies to the objections. The selections here re¬ 
produce only the principal thesis of each article. 


SOURCES 


From 

Thomas Aquinas: The Sum.ma Tiieologica’' 


On the Nature and Kinds of Virtues 


Is human virtue a habit? 

Virtue denotes some perfection of a power. The perfection 
of everything is estimated chiefly in regard to its end: now 
the end of power is action: hence a power is said to be perfect 
inasmuch as it is determined to its act. Now there are powers 
which are determined of themselves to their acts, as the active 
powers of physical nature. But the rational powers, which are 
proper to man, are not determined to one line of action, but 

•** Ibid., II-1, 0* 2, art. viii. 

^ Ibid., II-I, Q. 3, art. viii. 

® The selections which follow are taken from Joseph Rickaby, Aquinas 
Ethicus, or The Moral Teaching of St. Thomas, a translation of the principal 
portions of the second part of the Summa Theologica (London: Burns Oates, 
1896). 
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are open indeterminately to many, and are determined to acts 
by habits. And ther.cfoie_human yirtues are habits.* A 

Can the intellect he the subject of virtue? 

There are two ways in which a habit is directed to a good 
act: in one way inasmuch as by such a habit a man acquires a 
readiness for a good act, as by a habit of grammar a man ac¬ 
quires a readiness in speaking correctly: still grammar does 
not alw'ays make a man speak correctly, for a grammarian may 
use a barbarism, or make a solecism, and the same is the case 
with other sciences and arts. In another way a habi t not only 
produces a readiness for well-doing, but also makes one use 
the readiness duly, as justice not only makes a man prompt of 
will for just deeds, but also makes him act justly. And be¬ 
cause goodness is not predicated of a thing absolutely for 
what it potentially is, but for what it actually is, therefore it 
is from habits of this latter sort that a man is said absolutely 
to do good and to be good—for in.stance, because he is just 
and temperate. And because virtue is what makes its posses¬ 
sor good and renders his work good, habits of this sort are 
called virtues absolutely and without qualification, because 
they render a work actually good, and make their possessor 
good absolutely. But the former habits are not called virtues 
absolutely and without qualification, because they do not 
render a work good except in point of a certain readiness, 
neither do they make their possessor good absolutely; for a 
man is not called absolutely good from the mere fact of his 
being a man of science or art; but he is called good only in a 
restricted sense, for instance, a good grammarian or a good 
smith; and therefore generally science and art arc marked off 
as distinct from virtue, though they are called virtues some¬ 
times. Therefore t he intel lect— not only the practical, but even 
the speculative intellect apart from all reference to the will— 
nuTy DC the subject of a habit that is called a virtue in a 
Restricted sense. Thus the Philosopher [Aristotle] lays down 
IsD^ledgc, wisdom, and understating, and also art, to be in- 
tellect ual virtues. But the subject of a habit, called .virtue 

® Summa Theologica, II-I, Q. 55, art. i. 
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absolutely, cannot be aught else than the will , or some power 
inasmuch as it is moved by the will. The reason for this is, 
that the will moves to their proper acts all the other powers 
tliat are in any way rational. And tjtierefpre that a man does 
well in act comes of his having a good will. Hence the virtue 
tliat causes a man to do well in act, and not merely be in pre¬ 
paredness for well-doing, must either be in tlie will itself, or 
in some power so far forth as that power is moved by the 
will." 

Are speculative habits of intellect virtues? 

A habit.is called a virtue in two ways: in one way because 
it produces a readine.ss for wejlrdoing; in another way be¬ 
cause along with the readiness it produces the use of the same 
to the actual doing of good. This latter characteristic belongs 
only to those' habits which regard the appetitive faculty: be- 
cause the appetitive faculty it is that brings about the use of 
all powers and habits. Since then speculative habits of in¬ 
tellect do not perfect the appetitive faculty, nor regard it at 
all, but only the intellectual faculty, such habits may indeed 
be called virtues, inasmuch as they make a readiness to that 
good work, the consideration of truth, which is the good work 
of the intellect. Thev are not however called virtues in the 
second sense of the term, as causing one to put a power or 
habit to actual good use. For a man is not inclined to use the 
habit of speculative science by the mere fact of possessing it: 
he simply has the ability of contemplating the truth in the 
matters upon which his science turns. But his using the 
science that he has comes of the motion of his will. And 
therefore a virtue which perfects the will, as charity or justice, 
also causes one to make good use of speculative habits.® 

Are there only three speculative habits of intellect, namely 
wisdom, science, and intuition? 

The virtue of the speculative intellect is that which per¬ 
fects the said intellect for the consideration of truth, such 

Ibid., II-I, Q. 56, art. iii. 

8 Ibid., II-I, Q. 57. art. i. 
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being the good work proper to it. Now truth offers itself to 
consideration in two shapes: in the shape of something known 
of itself, and in the .shape of something known through sonie- 
thing else. What is known of itself is a principle perceived by 
the intellect at a glance; and therefore the habit that perfects 
the intellect for the consideration of such truth is called intel¬ 
lect, or intuition, which is a hold upon principles. The truth 
that is known through something else is not taken in by the 
intellect at a glance, but is gathered by inquiry of reason, and 
stands as the termination of a reasoning process. This may 
be in two ways: either that the goal is final in some particular 
kind; or that it is final in respect of all human knowledge. 
About the latter goal wisdom is conversant, which considers 
the highest causes, and hence is apt to judge and ordain on all 
points, because a perfect and universal judgment cannot be 
got except by carrying matters back to their first causes. Sci¬ 
ence. on the other hand, perfects the intellect in regard of 
what is a final goal in this or that kind of knowable things; 
and therefore there are different sciences, according to the 
different kinds of things to be known, but only one wisdom." 

Is prudence a virtue necessary to man? 

Prudence is a virtue especially necessary to human life. 
For to live well is to work well, or display a good activity. 
Now for activity to be good, care must be taken not only of 
what the agent does, but of how he does it: to wit, that he go 
to work according to a right election, not by the mere impetus 
of passion. But since election is of means to the end, rightness 
of election requires two things, a due end and a proper direc¬ 
tion of means to that due end. Now to tlic due end man is 
properly disposed by the virtue which perfects the appetitive 
part of the soul, the object whereof is that which is good and 
that which ranks as an end. But towards the proper direc¬ 
tion of means to a due end a man must be positively disposed 
by a habit of reason: because deliberation and election, w'hich 
are about means to the end, are acts of reason. And tlierefore 


0 Ibid., I-II, 0. 57, art. ii. 
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there must be in the reason some intellectual virtue, whereby 
the reason may be perfected so as suitably to regard the 
means to the end; and that virtue is prudence. 

Is moral virtue distinct from intellectual? 

Reason is the first principle of all human acts: all other 
principles obey reason, though in different degrees. Some 
obey reason’s every beck without any contradiction, as do the 
limbs of the body if they are in their normal state. Hence the 
Philosopher says that “the soul rules the body with a despotic 
command,” as the master niles the slave, who has no right to 
contradict. Some authorities have laid it down that all the 
active principles in man stand in this way subordinate to rea¬ 
son. If that were true, it would suffice for well-doing to have 
the reason perfect. Hence as virtue is a habit whereby we are 
perfected towards well-doing, it would follow that virtue was 
in reason alone; and thus there would be no virtue but that 
which is intellectual. Such was the opinion of Socrates, who 
said that all virtues were modes of prudence. Hence he laid 
it down that man, while knowledge was present in him, could 
not sin, but that whoever sinned, sinned through ignorance. 
This argumentation, however, goes on a false supposition: 
for the appetitive part is obedient to reason, not to every 
beck, but with some contradiction. Hence the Philosopher 
says that “reason commands appetite with a constitutional 
command,” like to that authority which a parent has over his 
children, who have in some respects the right of contradic¬ 
tion. Hence Augustine says, “sometimes understanding goes 
before, and tardy or none the affection that follows after”: 
inasmuch as, owing to passions or habits in the appetitive 
faculty, the use of reason on some particular point is impeded. 
And to this extent it is in some sort true what Socrates said, 
that “in the presence of knowledge sin is not,” provided that 
the knowledge here spoken of be taken to include the use of 
reason on the particular point that is matter of choice. Thus 
then for well-doing it is required that not only reason be well 
disposed by the habit of intellectual virtue, but also that the 
10 Ibid., MI, Q. 57, art. v. 
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appetitive power be well disposed by tbe habit of moral vir¬ 
tue. As then appetite is distinct from reason, so is moral 
virtue distinct from intellectual. Hence as appetite is a prin¬ 
ciple of human action by being in a manner partaker of rea¬ 
son, so a moral habit has the character of a human virtue by 
being conformable to reason.^®* 

Is the division of virtues into moral and intellectual an ex¬ 
haustive division? 

Human virtue is a habit perfecting man unto well-doing. 
Now the principle of human acts in man is only two fold, 
namely, intellect or reason, and appetite. Hence every human 
virtue must be perfective of one or other of these two princi¬ 
ples. If it is perfective of the speculative or practical intel¬ 
lect towards a good human act, it will be intellectual virtue: 
if it is perfective of the appetitive part, it will be moral virtue. 

Prudence in its essence is an intellectual virtue: but in its 
subject-matter it falls in with the moral virtues, being a right 
method of conduct; and in this respect it is counted among 
the moral virtues.^^ 

Can there be moral virtue without intellectual? 

Moral virtue may be without some intellectual virtues, as 
without wisdom, science, and art, but it caimot be without in¬ 
tuition and prudence. Moral virtue cannot be witlioiit pru¬ 
dence, because moral virtue is an elective habit, making a 
good election. Now to the goodness of an election two things 
are requisite: first, a due intention of the end—and tliat is se¬ 
cured by moral virtue, which inclines the appetitive powers to 
good in aeeordance witli reason, which is tlie due end; sec¬ 
ondly, it is required that the person make a right application 
of means to the end, and this cannot be except by the aid of 
reason, rightly counselling, judging, and prescribing: all 
which offices belong to prudence and tire virtues annexed 
thereto. Hence moral virtue cannot be without prudence, and 
consequently not without intuition either: for by the aid of 

io«7W<I.,I-II,Q.58,art.ii. 

«H»id.,I-n,Q,58,art.m. 
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intuition principles are apprehended, such principles as are 
naturally knowable, both in speculative and in practical mat¬ 
ters. Hence as right reason in matters of speculation, pro¬ 
ceeding on principles naturally kno^\^l, presupposes the in¬ 
tuition of principles, so also does prudence, being right reason 
applied to conduct, presuppose the same intuition or insight.^^ 

Call any nioral virtue exist without passion? 

If by passions we mean inordinate affections, as Stoics laid 
down, at that rate it is manifest that perfect virtue is without 
passions. But if by passions we mean all the movements of 
the sensitive appetite, at that rate it is plain that moral vir¬ 
tues, which are about passions as about their proper matter, 
cannot be without passions; because otherwise it would fol¬ 
low that moral virtue made the sensitive appetite altogether 
idle, its occupation gone. Now it is no point of virtue that 
the powers subject to reason should cease from their proper 
acts; ])ut that they should follow out the command of reason 
in doing their proper acts. Hence as virtue directs the limbs 
of the bodv to due external acts, so it directs also the sensi¬ 
tive appetite to its proper movements und(T n‘gulation. But 
those moral virtues that are not concerned with passions, but 
with actions, may 1)0 witho\it passions. Such a virtue is jus¬ 
tice, whereffw the will is applied to the proper act of the will, 
which is not a passion. Yet on the act of justice there follows 
joy, at least in the will; and though this joy is not a passion, 
still if this joy be multiplied by the perfection of justice, there 
will be an overflow of the same on to the sensitive appetite. 
And thus by such an overflow, the more perfect justice is, the 
more is it a cause of passion. 

The Chief Virtues 

Are there four cardinal virtues? 

The formal principle of virtue is rational good; and that 
may be considered in two ways—in one way as consisting in 

32 Ihid., MI, 0. 58, art. iv. 

13 Ibid., MI, Q. 59, art. v. 
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the mere consideration of reason; and in that way there will 
be one principal virtue, which is called prudence: in another 
way actwding as a rational order is established in some 
matter, and that, either in the matter of actions, and so there 
is justice; or in the matter of passions, and so there must be 
two virtues. For rational order must be established in the 
matter of the passions with regard to their repugnance to 
reason. Now this repugnance may be in two ways: in one 
way by passion impelling to something contrary to reason; 
and for that, passion must be tempered, or repressed: hence 
temperance takes its name; in another way by passion hold¬ 
ing back from that which reason dictates; and for that, man 
must put his foot down there where reason places him, not to 
budge from thence: and so fortitude gets its name.*^ 

Do the four cardinal virtues differ one from another? 

The four virtues above-mentioned are differently imder- 
stood by different authors. Some take them as meaning cer¬ 
tain general conditions of the human mind which are found 
in all virtues. 

Others better understand tliese four virtues as being de¬ 
termined to special matters, each of them to one matter, so 
that every virtue which produces that goodness which lies in 
the consideration of reason, is called prudence; and every 
virtue which produces that goodness which consists in what 
is due and right in action, is called justice; and every virtue 
which restrains and represses the passions, is called temper¬ 
ance; and every virtue which produces a firmness of soul 
against all manner of sufferings, is called fortitude. On this 
arrangement it is manifest that the aforesaid virtues are dif¬ 
ferent habits, distinct accKirding to the diversity of their 
objects.’® 

Are there any theological virtues? 

By virtue man is perfected unto the acts whereby he is set 
in the way to happiness. Now there is a twofold happiness of 

« Ibid., MI, 0. 61, art. ii. 

Ibid., MI, Q. 61, art. iv. 
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man: one proportionate to human nature, whereunto man 
can arrive by the principles of his own nature. Another hap¬ 
piness there is exceeding the nature of man, whereunto man 
can arrive only by a divine virtue involving a certain partici¬ 
pation in the t)eity, according as it is said that by Christ we 
are made “partakers of the divine nature.” And because this 
manner of happiness exceeds the capacities of human nature, 
the natural principles of human action, on w^hich man pro¬ 
ceeds to such w^ell-doing as is in proportion with himself, suf¬ 
fice not to direct man unto the aforesaid happiness. Hence 
there must be superadded to man by the gift of God certain 
principles, w^hereby he may be put on the way to supernatural 
happiness, even as he is directed to his connatural end by 
natural principles, yet not w ithout the divine aid. Such prin¬ 
ciples are called tlicologiciil virtues: both because they have 
God for their object, inasmuch as ]>v them w e are directed 
aright to God; as also because it is only by divine revelation in 
Holy Scripture that such virtues are taught.^ 

Are theological virtues distinct from virtues intellectual and 
moral? 

Habits are specifically distinct according to the formal dif¬ 
ference of their objects. But the object of the theological 
virtues is God Himself, the last end of all things, as He tran¬ 
scends the knowledge of our reason: whereas the object of the 
intellectual and moral virtues is something that can be com¬ 
prehended by human reason. Hence theological virtues are 
specifically distinct from virtues moral and intellectual.’^ 

Are faith, hope, and charity fitly assigned as the theological 
virtues? 

The theological virtues set man in the way of supernatural 
happiness, as he is directed to his connatural end by a natural 
inclination. This latter direction is worked out in two ways: 
first, by way of the reason or intellect, as that power holds in its 

16 Ibid.. MI, 0. 62, art. i. 

17 Ibid.. MI, 0. 62, art. ii. 
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knowledge the general principles of rational procedure, theo¬ 
retical and practical, known by the light of nature: secondly, 
by the rectitude of the will naturally tending to rational good. 
But both these agencies fall short of the order of supernatural 
good. Hence for both of them some supernatural addition 
was necessary to man, to direct him to a supernatural end. On 
the side of the intellect man receives the addition of certain 
supernatural principles, which are perceived by divine light; 
and these are the objects of belief, with which faith is con¬ 
versant. Secondly, there is the will, which is directed to the 
supernatural end, both by way of an affective movement di¬ 
rected thereto as to a point possible to gain, and this move¬ 
ment belongs to hope; and by way of a certain spiritual union, 
whereby the will is in a manner transformed into that end, 
which union and transformation is wrought by charity}^ 

Arc inoral virtues in a mean? 

The proper function of moral virtue is to perfect the appe¬ 
titive part of the soul with regard to some determinate matter. 
Now the measure and nile of the movement of the appetite 
towards its object is rea.son. But the goodness of everything 
that comes under mcjisure and rule consists in its being con¬ 
formed to its rule. Consequentlv, evil in these things lies in 
departure from rule or measure either by excess or defect. 
And therefore it is clear that the good of moral virtue con¬ 
sists in being up to the level of the measure of reason: which 
condition of being up to the level, or of conformity to rule, 
evidently lies in the mean between excess and defect. 

The mean and the extremes in actions and passions are 
determined according to circumstances: and circumstances 
differ. Hence there is nothing to hinder a virtue exhibiting 
what is an extreme according to one circumstance, and yet 
is a mean according to other circumstances by conformity to 
reason; and such is the case with munificence and magnanim¬ 
ity. For if we consider the absolute quantity of that unto 
which the munificent and magnanimous man tends, it will be 

Wjfeid., 1-11,0.62, art. iii. 
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called an extreme and a maximum: but if this same degree is 
considered in respect of other circumstances, at that rate it 
has the character of a mean, because the said virtues tend to 
this maximmn according to the rule of reason, where they 
ought, and when they ought, and for the motive for which 
they ought: whereas excess would be to tend to this maxi¬ 
mum when one ought not, or where one ought not, or for a 
motive for which one ought not; and defect would be not to 
tend to this maximmn where one ought and when one 
ought.’® 

Do the theological virtues observe the golden mean? 

There are two measures of a theological virtue: one with 
regard to the virtue itself, and the other in our regard. The 
measure and rule of the theological virtue in itself, is God. 
For our faith is ruled by God’s truth, our charity by His good¬ 
ness, and our hope is measured by the greatness of His omnip¬ 
otence and loving kindness. But this is a measure exceeding 
all human ability; and therefore never can man love God so 
much as He ought to be loved; nor believe or hope in Him as 
much as is due. Much less can there be excess there; and 
therefore the goodness of such virtue does not consist in any 
observance of a golden mean, but the observance is all the 
better the more it is carried to a height. 

The other rule or measure of a theological virtue is in 
regard of ourselves; because though we cannot go out to God 
as we ought, still we ought to go out to Him, believing in 
Him, hoping in Him, and loving Him, according to the 
measure of our condition. Hence a me^an and extremes may 
be made out in a theological virtue incidentally, in regard of 
ourselves.®" [From the discussion of the theological virtues, 
faith, hope, and charity, the selected passages which follow 
illustrate the way in which “charity” (caritas), the supreme 
virtue of the Christian life, is incorporated by Thomas in his 
structure of rational morality.] 

Ibid., I-II, Q. 64, art. i. 

20 Ibid., MI, Q. 64, art. iv. 
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On Cfiaritt/ 

Is charity the most excellent of virtues? 

The standard of human acts is twofold, namely, human 
reason and God; but God is the first standard, Ijy which even 
human reason is to be regulated. And therefore the theologi¬ 
cal virtues, which consist in attaining that first standard- 
seeing that their object is God—are more excellent than the 
moral or intellectual virtues, which consist in attaming to 
human reason. Therefore, even among theologieal virtues 
themselves, that one must be preferable which attains more 
to God. Now that which has being of itself, is alw'ays greater 
than that which derives its being through another. Faith then 
and hope attain to God, inasmuch as the knowledge of truth, 
or the obtaining of good, comes to us of H im: but charity at¬ 
tains to God IlimsfcOf, to re.st in Him, not that anything may 
accrue to us of Him. And therefore charity is more excellent 
than faith or hope, and consequently than all other virtues.®’ 

Can there he any true virtue without charity? 

Virtue aims at good. Now the chief good is the end in 
view: for the means to the end are not called good except in 
order to the end. As the end is twofold, one ultimate and one 
proximate end, so there is also a twofold good, one ultimate 
and general good, and another good proximate and particular. 
The ultimate and principal good of man is the enjoyment of 
God, according to the text: “It is good for me to adhere to my 
God”; and to this end man is adapted by charity. The second¬ 
ary and particular good of man is again twofold. There is one 
variety of it that is truly good, and capable, so far as it goes, 
of subordination to the principal good, or last end. The other 
variety is apparent and not true good—not true, because it 
leads away from final good. 

It is clear then tliat true virtue, absolutely .so called, is that 
which aims at the principal good of man: as the Philosopher 
also says that “virtue is a disposition of the perfect to the 

21 Ibid., II-II, Q. 23, art. v. 
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best.” And in that way no true virtue can be without charity. 
But if we consider virtue in reference to some particular end, 
we may then allow of something in the absence of charity 
being called virtue, inasmuch as it aims at some particular 
good. But if that particular good be not true good, but only 
apparent, then also the virtue that aims at that good will not 
be true virtue, but a false appearance of virtue. Thus the 
prudence of the covetous is not true prudence, which devises 
various ways and means of making money; and the same of 
the justice of the covetous, which scorns to touch others’ pos¬ 
sessions for fear of losing heavily thereby; and the same of 
the temperance of the covetous, by which they abstain from 
luxury as being an expensive taste; and the same of the forti¬ 
tude of the covetous, witli which, as Horace says, “they cross 
the sea, over the rocks and through the fire, to escape pov¬ 
erty.” But if the particular good that is sought be true good, 
as the preservation of the State, or something of that sort, the 
virtue tliat seeks it will be true virtue, but imperfect, unless it 
be referred to the formal and perfect good. 

Thus without charity there may be an act good of its kind, 
yet not perfectly good, because tlie due reference to the last 
end is wanting.*- 

Ought a man to love himself in charity? 

Charity being a friendship, we may speak of charity in two 
ways; in one way under the general aspect of friend-sliip; and 
in this light we must say that friendship properly is not enter¬ 
tained towards one’s own self, but something greater than 
friendship: because friendship imports union, but every being 
has with itself unity, which goes beyond union with another. 
Hence as unity is the principle of union, so the love where¬ 
with one loves oneself is the form and root of friendship; for 
our friendship for others consists in bearing them that regard 
which we bear ourselves. So there is no science of first prin¬ 
ciples, but something greater than science, namely, intuition, 
or insight. In another way we may speak of charity in its 
proper character and essence, as it is a friendship of man with 
Ihid., II-II, g. 2.3, art. vii. 
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God primarily, and secondarily with the creatures that are of 
God; among which the man himself counts who has the 
charity. In this way, among other things that he loves in 
charity as belonging to God, he also loves himself in charity.** 

Are sinners to be loved in charity? 

In sinners two things may be considered, their nature and 
their fault. In the nature that they have from God they are 
capable of happiness, on the sharing of which charity is 
founded; and therefore in tUelr nat ure the y are to be loved in 
charity. But their fault is contraiy’ to God, and is an obstacle 
to happiness. Hence for the fault whereby they are opposed 
to God, all sinners are to be hated, even father and mother 
and kinsmen, as the text has it. For we ought in sinners to 
hate their being sinners, and love their being men, capable of 
happiness; and this is to love them truly in charity for God’s 
sake.** 

Is the love of enemies a necessary point of charity? 

The love of enemies may be looked at in three ways. In 
one way, as though enemies were to be loved for being ene¬ 
mies: that were a wrongheaded proceeding and repugnant to 
charity, because it would be loving what was evil in another. 
In another way the love of enemies may be taken as fastening 
upon the nature that is in them, but only in the general. Thus 
understood, the love of enemies is a necessary point of char¬ 
ity, to the effect that a man loving God and his neighbour 
would not exclude his enemies from the general compass of 
his love of his neighboiu*. In a third way love of enemies may 
be looked at as something that is made a special point of, as 
though one should be moved with a special affection of love 
towards an enemy; and this is not a necessary point of charity, 
absolutely speaking, because neither is it a necessarx’ point of 
charity to have a particular affection for any and every given 
individual, seeing that such universal particularisation is im¬ 
possible. It is, however, a necessary point of charity, so far 

^Ihid., II-II,Q.25.art.iv. 

!^Ibid.. IMI,Q.25,art.vi. 
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as preparedness of mind goes, that a man should have his 
mind made up to show love to his enemy even as an individ¬ 
ual, should necessity occur. But apart from instant necessity, 
a man s doing an act of love to his enemy for the sake of God, 
belongs to the perfection of charity. For the more a man 
loves God, the more love also he shows for his neighbour, and 
allow^s no enmity to stand in his way: just as if one had much 
love for another, he would love also that man’s children for 
love of him, though they were enemies to himself. 

To the objection that charity docs not take away nature, 
and that naturally every being, even an irrational agent, hates 
its own contrary, it is to be said that enemies are contrary to 
us inasmuch as they are enemies: hence we ought to hate that 
point in them: for the fact that they are our enemies ought 
to displease us. But they are not contrary to us inasmuch as 
they are men, capable of happiness; and in that respect wc 
are bound to love them.-"* 

Is one neighbour to be loved more than another? 

There have been two opinions on this point. Some have 
said that all neighbours are to be loved in charity equally as 
far as affection goes, but not in exterior effect. Tiny allow 
gradations of love in the matter of outward acts of kindness, 
which they say we ought to do rather for those nearest to us 
than for strangers; but as for inward affection, that they say 
we ought to l^estow equally on all, even on enemies. But this 
is an irrational thing to say. For the affection of charity, 
which is an inclination of grace, goes not less according to 
order than natural appetite, which is an inclination of nature, 
seeing that both the one and the other inclination proceeds 
from the divine wisdom. Wc see in natural things that na¬ 
tural inclination is proportionate to the act or movement 
which is proper to the nature of each. Therefore also the in¬ 
clination of grace, which is the affection of charity, must be 
proportioned to what has to be done externally: so that we 
should have a more intense affection of charity for those who 
are the more proper objects of our active beneficence. There- 

25 Ibid., II-II, Q. 25, art. viii. 
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fore we must say that even in affection we ought to love one 
of our neighbours more than another. And the reason is, be¬ 
cause, seeing that the principle of love is God and the subject 
loving, there must necessarily be greater affection of love ae- 
cording as there is greater nearness to one or other of these 
two prineiplcs. 

To the objection taken from Augustine’s words, “All men 
are to be equally loved: but seeing that you cannot do good to 
all, their interest is to be especially consulted whose lot is 
more closely bound up with your own, according as place 
and lime and other circumstances give opportunity,” it is to 
be said that love may be unequal in two ways: in one way in 
respeet of the good that we wish to a friend; and so far as this 
goes, we should love all men equally in charity: because we 
are to wish for all generically the same good, namely, eternal 
happiness. In another way love is said to be greater for the 
act of love being more intense: at that rate we ought not to 
love ail men equally. 

Or to put it otherwise, there arc two ways in which love for 
different persons may be unequal. One way would be by 
loving some and not loving others. Now in actual beneficence 
we must observe this inequality, because we cannot do good 
to all; but as regards good wishes, such inequality should not 
be. The other way consists in loving some more than others. 
Augustine then does not intend to exclude this latter in¬ 
equality, but only the former, as is clear from what he says 
about doing good.*® 

Is it more meritorious to love an enemy than to love a friend? 

The reason for loving our neighbour in charity is God. 
When then we ask which is better or more meritorious, to 
love a friend or an enemy, these loves may be compared from 
two points of view: in one way considering the neighbour 
who is loved, and in another way considering the reason for 
loving. In the former way, love borne to a friend ranks above 
love borne to an enemy: because a friend is at once a better 
man and more allied to you, and therefore affords more suit- 

28Ife<d.,IHI,Q.26.art.vi. 
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able matter for love. Hence also the opposite act is worse: for 
it is worse to hate a friend than an enemy. But in the latter 
way love home to an enemy ranks first, for two reasons. First 
of all, because there may be another reason than God for the 
loving of a friend; but of the loving of an enemy God alone is 
the reason. Secondly, because supposing that both the one 
and the other is loved for God’s sake, that love of God is 
showTi to be stronger which extends the affections to more 
remote objects, to wit, even to the loving of enemies; as the 
force of a fire is shown to be all the stronger, the more remote 
the objects to which it extends its heat. But as the same fire 
acts more strongly on nearer than on more remote objects, so 
also charity loves more ardently persons closely conjoined 
than others more remote; and in this respect love borne to 
friends, taken in itself, is a warmer and better love than love 
borne to enemies.^' 


On the Laws 

Is law a function of reason? 

A law is a rule and measure of acts, whereby one is in¬ 
duced to act or is restrained from action. Now the rule and 
measure of human acts is reason: it being the part of reason 
to direct to the end, which is the first principle of conduct. 
Hence a law must be some function of reason.^" 

Is law always directed to the general good? 

As reason is the principle of human acts, so in reason itself 
there is something which acts as a principle or mainspring in 
regard of all the rest; and upon this something law must 
mainly and chiefly bear. Now in matters of conduct, which 
are the domain of practical reason, the prime mainspring is 
the last end in view; and that is happiness. Hence law must 
especially regard the order that is to be followed in the at¬ 
tainment of happiness. 

Ibid., II-II, Q. 27, art. vii. 

28 Ibid.. I-II, Q. 90, art. i. 



THOMAS AQUINAS AND SCHOLASTICISM 227 

Again, seeing that every part is referred to the whole as the 
imperfect to the perfect, and one man is a part of a perfect 
community, it needs must be that law peculiarly regards 
the order that is to be followed in view of the general hap¬ 
piness. 

Since the name of law denotes something bearing upon the 
general good; every other precept prescribing a particular 
work lacks the character of law, except inasmuch as it is re¬ 
ferred to the general good of the community.*® 

[In Article IV, the definition of law is given thus; “an or¬ 
dinance of reason for the general good, emanating from him 
who has the care of the community, and promulgated.”] 

Is there any Eternal Law? 

A law is nothing else than the dictate of practical reason 
in the sovereign who governs a perfect community. Now' it 
is manife.st, supposing that the world is ruled by Divine Provi¬ 
dence, that the whole community of the universe is governed 
by Divine Reason. And therefore the plan of government of 
things, as it is in God the Sovereign of the universe, bears the 
character of a law. And because the Divine Reason conceives 
nothing according to time, but has an eternal concept, there¬ 
fore it is that this manner of law must be called eternal.®® 

Is there in us any natural law? 

Law being a rule and measure, may be in a thing in two 
ways: in one way as in one ruling and measuring, in another 
way as in one that is ruled and measured. Hence, since all 
things subject to Divine Providence are ruled and measured 
by the Eternal Law, it is manifest that they all participate to 
some extent in the Eternal Law, inasmuch by the stamp of 
that law upon them they have tlieir inclinations to their sev¬ 
eral acts and ends. But among the rest the rational creature 
is subject to Divine Providence in a more excellent way, being 
itself a partaker in Providence, providing for itself and 
others. Hence there is in it a participation of the Eternal 

2» Ibid., I-II, 0.90, art. ii. 

80 Ibid., MI, Q. 91, art. i. 
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Law, whereby it has a natural inclination to a due act and 
end; such participation in the Eternal Law in the rational 
creature is called the natural law. Hence it is clear that the 
natural law is nothing else than a participation of the Eternal 
Law in the rational creature.*’ 

Whether there is human law? 

As we have stated above, a law is a dictate of the practical 
reason. Now it is to be observed that the same procedure 
takes place in the practical and in the speculative reason, for 
each proceeds from principles to conclusions. Accordingly, 
we conclude that, just as in the speculative reason, from na- 
turallv kno^\^l indemonstrable principles wc draw the con¬ 
clusions of the various sciences, the knowledge of which is not 
imparted to us b\’ nature, but acquired by the efforts of rea¬ 
son, so too it is that from the precepts of the natural law, as 
from common and indemonstrable principles, the human 
reason needs to proceed to the more particular determination 
of certain matters. These particular determinations, devised 
by human reason, are called human laws, provided that the 
other essential conditions of law be observed as was stated 
above.** 

Was it necessary that there should he any divine law? 

Besides the natural law and human law it was necessary 
for the guidance of human life to have a divine law. And this 
for four reasons; First, because it is by law that man is guided 
to the performance of proper acts in view of his last end. And 
if indeed man were ordained to an end that did not exceed 
the measure of the natural faculties of man, there would be 
no need of man’s having any guidance on the part of reason 
beyond that of the natural law, and human law which is 
derived from it. But because man is ordained to an end of 
eternal blessedness, which exceeds the measure of the natural 
htiman faculties, therefore it was necessary that, over and 
above natural law and human law, he should be further 

Ihid., MI, 0. 91, art. ii. 

32 Ihid., MI, Q. 91, art. iii. 
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guided to his end by a law given from God. Secondly, be¬ 
cause of the uncertainty of human judgment, especially on 
contingent and particular matters, whence it is that different 
men come to form different judgments on human acts; 
whence also different and contrary laws arise. In order then 
that man might know without a doubt what to do and what to 
avoid, it was necessary for him to be guided in his acts by a 
law given from God, which can be relied upon for certain not 
to err. Thirdly, because man can make a law only upon 
matters of which he can be a judge. Now the judgment of 
man cannot pass upon interior acts, which are hidden, but 
only upon exterior movements which appear: and yet for the 
perfection of virtue rectitude in both sorts of acts is necessary. 
And therefore human law could not sufficiently restrain and 
direct interior acts: but to this end it was necessary for a 
divine law to supervene. Fourthly, because human law can¬ 
not punish or prevent all evil doings; for in the wish to take 
away all evils many good things would be taken away, and 
the profit of the public good would be impeded, which is 
necessary for the preservation of society. In order then that 
no evil might go unforbidden and unpuni.shed, the superven¬ 
ing of the divine law was necessary, whereby all sins arc 
prohibited.'’’’ 

Is the Eternal Law the Sovereisn Plan existing in the mind 
of God? 

As with every artificer there pre-exists the plan of the 
things that are set up by art, so in every governor there must 
pre-exist a plan of the order of the things that are to be 
done by those who are subject to his government. And 
as the plan of things to be done by art is called a pattern 
or exemplar, so the plan of him who governs subjects has the 
character of a law, if the otlier conditions are observed, which 
we have said to be essential to a law. Now God by his wisdom 
is the Creator of all things, and stands to them as the artificer 
to the products of his art. He is also the governor and con¬ 
troller of all the acts and movements that are found in any 
Ibid., I-II, Q. 91, art. iv. 
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creature. And as the plan of divine wisdom has the character 
of an exemplar, pattern, or idea, inasmuch as by it all things 
are created, so the plan of divine wisdom moving all things to 
their due end has the character of a law. And thus the Eternal 
Law is nothing else than the plan of divine wisdom, as di¬ 
rector of all acts and movements.** 

Are all things human subject to the Eternal Law? 

There are two ways in which a being is subject to the Eter¬ 
nal Law. The one is a participation of it by way of knowl¬ 
edge; the other by way of an interior motive principle; and it 
is in this second way that irrational creatures are subject to 
the Eternal Law. But because the rational creature, along 
with what it has in common with all creatures, has also some¬ 
thing proper to itself inasmuch as it is rational, it is therefore 
subject to the Eternal Law in both ways: becaxisc on the one 
hand it has some notion of the Eternal Law; and on the other 
hand there is in every rational creature some natural inclina¬ 
tion to a line of conduct in harmony with the Eternal Law. 
But both ways are imperfect and more or less destroyed in 
the wicked; in whom the natural inclination to virtue is cor¬ 
rupted by vicious habits, and again, the natural knowledge of 
good in them is darkened by passions and habits of sin. But in 
the good both ways are found in greater perfection: because 
in them, over and above the natural knowledge of good, there 
is superadded the knowledge that comes of faith and wis¬ 
dom; and over and above the natural inclination to good there 
is superadded in them the inward motive of grace and virtue. 
Thus then the good are perfectly subject to the Eternal Law, 
as ever acting according to it: while the wicked are subject to 
the Eternal Law but imperfectly as to their actions, seeing 
that their knowledge of good is imperfect, and imperfect their 
inclination to it. But what is wanting on the side of action is 
made up on the side of suffering, in that they suffer what the 
Eternal Law dictates concerning them to that exact extent to 
which they fail to do what is in accordance with that Law.®* 

Ihid., MI, 0- 93, art. i. 
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Does the natural law contain several precepts or one only? 

A certain order is found in the things that fall under hu¬ 
man apprehension. What first falls under apprehension is 
being, the idea of which is included in all things whatsoever 
any one apprehends. And therefore the first principle requir¬ 
ing no proof is this, that there is no affirming and denying of 
the same thing at the same time: a principle which is founded 
on the notion of being and not-being; and upon this principle 
all the rest are founded. As being is the first thing that falls 
under apprehension absolutely, so good is the first thing that 
falls under the apprehension of the practical reason. For ev¬ 
ery agent acts for an end, which end has a character of good¬ 
ness. And therefore the first principle of practical reason is 
one founded on the nature of good, good being that which all 
things see^k after. This then is the first precept of law, that 
good is to be done and gone after, and evil is to be avoided. 
All the other precepts of the natural law are founded upon 
this; so that all those things belong to the precepts of the law 
of nature as things to be done, or avoided, which practical 
reason naturally apprehends and recognizes as human goods 
[or evils]. But because good has the character of an end of ac¬ 
tion, and evil the contrary character, hence all of those things 
to which a man has a natural inclination are apprehended by 
reason as good, and consequently as things to be gone after, 
and followed out in act; and their contraries are apprehended 
as evils to be avoided. According then to the order of natural 
inclinations is the order of tlie precepts of the law of nature. 
First of all there is in man an inclination to that natural good 
which he shares along with all substances, inasmuch as e\’er>^ 
substance seeks the preserv’^ation of its own being, according 
to its nature. In virtue of this inclination there belongs to the 
natural law the taking of those means whereby the life of 
man is preserved, and things contrary thereto are kept off. 
Secondly, there is in man an inclination to things more spe¬ 
cially belonging to him, in virtue of the nature which he 
shares with other animals. In this respect those things are 
said to be of the natural law, which nature has taught to all 
animals, as the intercourse of the sexes, the education of off- 
snrinp^. and the like. In a third way there is in man an in- 
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clination to good according to the rational nature which is 
proper to him; as man has a natural inclination to know the 
truth about God, and to live in society. In this respect there 
belong to the natural law such natural inclinations as to avoid 
ignorance, to shun offending other men, and the like."*** 

Was there any use in laws being enacted by man? 

Man has a certain innate aptitude for \'irtiic, but the per¬ 
fection of virtue must accrue to him by discipline and train¬ 
ing: as we see that he is aided by industry in his necessities, 
notably in food and clothing. Nature has given him the be¬ 
ginnings of the satisfaction of his wants in these respects, in 
giving him reason and a pair of hands; but not complete satis¬ 
faction, as to other animals, to whom she has given in suffi¬ 
ciency clothing and food. For the purposes of this training and 
discipline it is not easy to find a man who suffices for himself: 
because the perfection of virtue principally consists in with¬ 
drawing man from undue pleasures, to which all men are 
prone, and especially the young, with whom discipline goes 
further. And therefore one man must receive from another 
this training and discipline whereby virtue is arrived at. Now 
for those young people who are prone to acts of virtue by a 
good natural disposition, or by custom, or rather by the gift of 
Heaven, the paternal discipline suffices which is by admoni¬ 
tions. But because of wanton and saucy spirits, prone to vice, 
who cannot easily be moved by words, it was found necessary 
to provide means of restraining them from evil by force and 
fear, that so at least they might desist from evil-doing, allow 
others to live in quiet, and themselves at length he brought by 
habituation of this sort to do willingly what formerly they ac¬ 
complished out of fear, and thus might become vdrtuous. 
This discipline, coercive by fear of punishment, is the disci¬ 
pline of the laws."*^ 

Is every law framed by man derived from the natural law? 

Every law framed by man bears the character of a law ex¬ 
actly to that extent to which it is derived from the law of na- 

30 Ibid., MI, Q. 94, art. ii. 

37 Ibid.. ML O. 95. art. i. 
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ture. But if on any point it is in conflict with the law of 
nature, it at once ceases to be a law: it is a mere perversion of 
law. But there are two modes of derivation from the law of 
nature. Some enactments are derived by way of conclusion 
from the common principles of the law of nature; as the pro¬ 
hibition of killing may be derived from the prohibition of 
doing harm to any man. Other enactments are derived by 
way of determination of what was in the vague: for instance, 
the law of nature has it that he who does wrong should be 
punished; but that he should be punished with this or that 
punishment, is a determination of the law of nature. Both 
sort of enactments are found in human law. But the fonner 
are not mere legal enactments, but have some force also of 
natural law. The latter sort have force of human law onlv.'^'* 

Is the obligation imposed on man by human law binding in 
the court of conscience? 

Laws enacted by men are either just or unjust. If they are 
just, they have a binding force in the court of conscience from 
the Eternal Law, whence they are derived. Laws are said to 
be just in respect to the end, when they are ordained to the 
general good; in respect of the author, when the law does not 
exceed the competence of the legislator; and in respect of the 
form, when burdens are la^d upon subjects in proportionate 
equality in order to the general good. For as one man is a 
part of a multitude, all that every man is and has belongs to 
the multitude, as all that every part is, is of the whole: hence 
also nature inflicts loss on the part to save the whole. Under 
this consideration, the laws that impose these burdens ac¬ 
cording to proportion are just, and binding in the court of 
conscience, and are legal laws. 

Laws are unjust in two ways: in one way by being con¬ 
trary to human good either in respect of the end, as when one 
in authority imposes on his subjects burdensome laws, that 
have no bearing on the general good, but make rather for the 
gratification of his own cupidity or vainglory: or in respect of 
the author, as when one makes a law beyond the scope of the 

Ibid., MI, Q. 95, art. ii. 
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power committed to him; or in respect of the form, as when 
burdens are laid unevenly on the multitude, though the end of 
the imposition is the public good. Such proceedings are 
rather acts of violence than laws: because, as Augustine says: 
“A law that is not just, goes for no law at all.” Hence such 
laws are not binding in the court of conscience, except per¬ 
haps for the avoiding of scandal or turmoil, for which cause a 
man ought to abate something of his right, aceording to the 
text: “If a man will take away thy coat, let go thy cloak also 
unto him; and whosoever will force thee one mile, go with 
him other two.” In another way laws may be unjust by being 
in conflict with the good that is of God, like the laws of ty¬ 
rants inducing to idolatry; or to anything else that is against 
the divine law; and such laws it is nowise lawful to observe, 
because, as is said: “We ought to obey God rather than 
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chapter 8 

MARTIN LUTHER 

Martin Luther (1483-1546) is the key figure, the domi¬ 
nant leader in that profound nioveinent of life and thought, 
the Reformation, which marked the end of tlie medieval and 
tlie beginning of the modern period in the history of Christi¬ 
anity. Though conjoined with the Renaissance, the rise of 
nationalities, the growth of capitalism, and the development 
of modern science, the Refonnation was fundamentally a reli¬ 
gious revolution. It resulted in a great popular revival of 
Christian faith and life, in an unprecedented influence of Bib¬ 
lical history and thought on the Western mind, in the adop¬ 
tion of new ethical ideas and ideals, in the organization of the 
Protestant churches and in the reconstruction—through the 
Counter Reformation and the constant rivalry with Protes¬ 
tantism—of the Roman Catliolic church. The interrelations 
between the religious and the cultural, political, and eco¬ 
nomic movements of the periods are so complex, Luther’s 
personality is so challenging, and his activities were so diver¬ 
sified that no consensus on the significance of his achieve¬ 
ments is likely to be reached. But for a large part of the 
Christian church—far larger than that which calls itself by his 
name—he is a great prophetic figure and a theological genius 
from whose vital and penetrating utterances ever new in¬ 
sights are gained. In recent times even Roman Catholic theo¬ 
logians have paid tribute to his religious significance. 

Luther’s understanding of the Christian gospel and of 
Christian ethics is not so discontinuous with that of the thir¬ 
teenth century as is often maintained by ardent disciples and 
ardent critics; it is particularly misleading to interpret him as 
standing in complete antithesis to Thomas Aquinas. Church, 
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state, and society on the eve of the Reformation in the six¬ 
teenth century presented a radically different picture from the 
one that had obtained in the thirteenth; and Thomas’ influ¬ 
ence at the time was not great. Nevertheless Luther’s ideas 
and the Refonnation impulse were revolutionary in a large 
sense, for they sought to base Christian faith and practice di¬ 
rectly on Biblical foundations without much concern for the 
conservation of the tradition and usages developed during 
fourteen centuries. The gospel—the central message of 
Scriptures—as Luther had discovered it in the course of des¬ 
perate personal struggles supplied him with a new beginning 
and led him to call for a far more radical reform of the church 
and of Christian life than did his contemporaries. Hence the 
starting point of the Reformation is to be sought in that en¬ 
counter with the gospel which marked Luther’s personal con¬ 
version. 

This conversion was in many respects similar to Paul’s, for 
Luther, like the man who had been a zealous Pharisee, made 
his transition to a life of vital faith not from profligacy and 
moral carelessness but from intense ethical seriousness and re¬ 
ligious devotion. The profound desire for a saintly life had 
come to appearance in the young Luther when he abandont'd 
his plans for a career in law and, at the age of twenty-one, had 
entered an Augustinian monastery noted for the severity of 
its discipline. 'There he had distinguished himself by his as¬ 
ceticism as well as by his abilities that led to his appointment 
as a professor of Biblical studies in the university at Witten¬ 
berg. The combination of Bible study with intense personal 
concern for saintliness and salvation had led him into an en¬ 
during crisis. The Scriptural demand for holiness of life, for 
the complete fulfillment of the law to lo\'e God with heart, 
soul, mind and strength and to love the neighbor as one’s self 
was irreducible. No less unavoidable was the Biblical picture 
of the divine wrath against sin. So the young monk had found 
himself involved in the dilemma of being required to love a 
fearsome God and of fulfilling for the sake of his own salva¬ 
tion commandments that could not be met by a self con¬ 
cerned for itself. He had found himself involved in what he 
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later described as the “curving in upon itself” of human self¬ 
interestedness, that inversion which makes a man consider 
his own status and profit in everything that he does, be it in 
the pursuit of truth, in the practice of charity, in worship, or 
in the exercise of humility. The self curved in upon itself di.s- 
covers tliat instead of loving God it is admiring or grieving 
over its own measure of love; instead of being concerned for 
the ncighl)or it is concerned about its acquisition of the vir¬ 
tue of neighlx)r-love; instead of being humble it seeks to 
excel in humility. 

In consequence of his rigorous self-examination, but above 
all as a result of the illumination which came when at last the 
meaning of the Gospel struck home, Luther, more than any 
theologian since Paul, came to understand the difference be¬ 
tween self-conscious moral aspiration after perfection or hap- 
pinc'ss and genuine goodness, jie note d that there was as 
great an opposition between the self-centcredness of men 
who wanted to be saints and “the grace of our Lord Jesus 
Christ" as there was between the latter and the obvious im¬ 
morality of passionate lovers of wealth or pleasure. Iij.his 
later writings he often expressed the idea that there arc two 
kinds of sinners, those who go off the road on the right-hand 
side and those who stray toward tlie left. The latter, like the 
publicans and “sinners” of the Gospels, succumb to theic pas- 
sions;,lhc former, like Pharisees and scribes, fall prey to their 
egotism.: Both fall short of the glory of God, and which sort 
does the great('r hann to their companions is questionable. 
Where Bernard and Thomas had discerned stages of progress 
between "perfectionist morality ..and the grace of Christ, 
Liifher, with Paul, Augustine, (Calvin and Edwards, saw only 
antithesis. There is no way, he believes, from self-love, 
though it be love even of one s best self, to lo\’e of God and 
neighbor, except through a radical change of direction—a 
change which may be easier in some respects for the profli¬ 
gate than for the self-righteous sinner. 

This radical understanding of the sinfulness of the “just 
and the unjust,” which became a distinctive characteristic of 
the Christianity of the Reformation, had not, of course, been 
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achieved by Luther so long as he wrestled only with his own 
inability to fulfill the commandments and achieve perfection. 
Insight into it came only in the double experience of despair 
and of faith. When it dawned upon Luther at last that “the 
grace of our Lord Jesus Christ” was less an example set for 
him than a deed done to him and for him, that he w'as loved 
and accepted by God prior to any achievement and in his per¬ 
verseness, then all his ideas and values were subjected to a 
sharp change and transposition. What had been first became 
last and the last first. One may look for the secret of I.uther’s 
conversion, and so of the beginning of the Reformation, in the 
reversal of his understanding of the human situation before 
God. In the dialogue of self and God. present in religion, the 
self had forever been seeking to make itself heard by God, 
multiplying its prayers, increasing its efforts so to change it¬ 
self as to invite divine acknowledgment. It had never been 
silent long enough to listen to what God was saying; when it 
appeared to be listening it heard only what its stereotyped 
preconceptions allowed it to hear. When at last God’s word 
and deed broke through this self-concentration, the whole 
situation between God and man was altered. The word of 
God and deed of God, focused in Jesus Christ, became the 
point of departure for a new relation.ship, a new self-knowl¬ 
edge, and a new response. Now the self recognized itself as 
both sinful and beloved, able to live before God in repentance 
and faith, in daily reliance on forgiveness, and in constant 
gratitude. The dialogue with God continued; outside it there 
was no possibility of existence, but in the dialogue God’s 
W’ord was alwaj's first, man’s word or deed only response; and 
the word of God, harsh as it might sound at times, was always 
the word of the Saviour. 

Luther’s conversion, a relatively long drawn out process, 
led on his part to a manifold and intense activity. He was 
absorbed for thirty' years and more in the tasks connected 
with the reformation of ecclesiastical abuses, the reorgani¬ 
zation of the churches after the reformers had been rejected 
by the Roman authorities, the elimination of monasteries and 
the monastic life from reformed Christendom, the transla- 
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tion and explanation of the Bible, the development of popu¬ 
lar religious education and of popular church services, the 
relations of churches and states. His work in these domains 
has well been called a "reconstruction of morality.” During 
these busy years he wrote, as occasion demanded, essays, 
sermons, treatises, and pamphlets without any thought of 
constructing a system of theology such as that of iTiomas or 
of Calvin. The unity of his thought is, however, apparent in 
these manifold utterances; and the ethical interest is strong 
in all of them, for he was never a speculative thinker. Among 
these writings the following are especially important for the 
understanding of his view of the Christian life: The Treatise 
on Good Works, The Treatise on Christian Liberty, the com¬ 
mentaries on Homans and Galatians, and The Large Cate¬ 
chism. Special applications of his ideas to the field of political 
and economic ethics were made in such writings as the essays 
Secular Authority, To What Extent It Should Be Obeyed; 
Whether Soldiers, Too, Can Be Saved; Address to the Ger¬ 
man Nobility; On Usury; Instructions for the Organization of 
a Community Chest. 

Justification by Faith 

The insights and convictions that come to expression in 
Luther’s writings are psychological as well as ethical and 
theological. On the psychological side two ideas in particular 
must be mentioned. The first of these is his voluntaristic, 
activist understanding of human nature. In distinction from 
the intcllectualist view, which regards the human mind as 
fundamentally theoretical and for which the will translates 
the prior purposes of the intellect into action, Luther, with 
tlie voluntarists in general, notes that “the being and nature 
of man cannot for an instant be without doing or not-doing 
something, enduring or running away from something, for life 
never rests.” Man’s moral problem, from this point of view, is 
less that of choosing the right means for the sake of attaining 
a chosen end than it is that of doing rightly the actions that 
issue from his nature. For voluntarism action, though always 
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accompanied by understanding, does not begin with reflec¬ 
tion. It is an expression of man's inner nature, of the set and 
disposition of his will. The voluntarist notes that man will 
eat, and that his moral problem in this realm is that of regu¬ 
lating his eating, not of choosing between fasting and eating, 
even though fasting seem to his mind a good means toward 
the attainment of a spiritual goal. So it is with his sexuality, 
his political existence, and his religion. The moral question is 
not about the what but about the how of oirr acfivltv. 

A second psychological insight of Luther’s has been highly 
developed in modem times, though much ethical thcorv re¬ 
mains oblivions to it. It is the understanding that in all his 
actions man is subject to an inner bondage, a conflict and a 
self-contradiction which does not permit him to live at his 
Full capacity. The internal bondage has many aspects. It 
appears in the sense of guilt, in anxiety, in self-contercdncss 
and blindness to the values of others, in compulsive cravings 
for pleasure, and in abnormal scrupulosity. The fundamental 
moral problem of man is therefore the problem of freedom, 
not as the problem whether there is such a thing as libt^rty 
of choice, but as the problem of achieving liberation from 
these internal fetters so that man can serve his good causes 
without hindrance. 

Closely connected with these psychological convictions 
are certain tlieological id(*as which run through all of 
Luther’s writings. Important among these is the principle 

make a good man but a good man 
produces good works.” In common with a central tradition 
in CTiristian ethics Luther emphasizes the importance of 
good motives as compared with the consequences of action. 
While careful calculation of consequences is necessary in 
technical action when men deal with things, such calcula¬ 
tion is misplaced when it is applied to persons and to personal 
relationships. There everything depends on the spirit, the 
source of the action. Luther illustrates the point in his 
Treatise on Good Works. 

When a man and a woman love and are pleased with each other, and 
thoroughly believe in their love, who teaches them how they are to be- 
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have, what they are to do, leave undone, say, not say, think? Confi¬ 
dence alone teaches them all this and more. They make no difference 
in works: they do the great, the long, the much, as gladly as the small, 
the short, the little, and that too with joyful, peaceful, confident hearts. 
But where there is doubt search is made for what is best; then a dis¬ 
tinction of works is imagined, whereby a man may win favor; and yet 
he goes about it with a heavy lieart and great disrelish; he is, as it were, 
taken captive, more than half in despair, and often makes a fool of 
hims(‘lf.' 

As tlie quotation indicates, Luther believed that the funda¬ 
mental element in mans personal life, that which gives 
color and direction and meaning to every action, is man's 
trust or confidence—his real, not his official, religion. To have 
a god, says Luther, is to trust in something; whatever it is 
men trust in to give meaning to their lives, that is actually 
their god. Men are not either religious or irreligious, for 
none live witLouf believing in something. T^ ey ar e either 
believers in the one true God or idolaters who trust in them¬ 
selves, or in wealth, or reason, or civilization, or any one of 
the many actual and imagined beings to which they turn for 
a sense of security in their distrust and suspicion of the 
ultimate power on which they depend for being. When men 
distrust God and trust in themselves or in an idol, this be¬ 
comes apparent in all their actions, no matter how much they 
profess to being religious or how ardently they try to conform 
to some ideal code of conduct. On the other hand, when the 
great gift of confidence in God, as Father and Saviour, is 
given, all their actions reflect this fundamental reorientation 
of their lives. In their assurance of being valued and sus¬ 
tained by the One who delivers from all evil they are set free 
from concern about themselves; their energies arc released 
and integrated in the service of their neighbors. This is the 
theme of the Treatise On Christian Liberty. 

Faith, the root-virtue whence all actions draw their good¬ 
ness, is For Luther completely the gift of God. It is not 
something under man s control so that he can will to trust 
as perhaps he can will to believe a proposition about God. 

^ Martin Luther, Works (Philadelphia: A. J. Holman Company, 1915), 
I, 191. 
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Preparations for the reception of the gift are indeed made by 
man in his moral struggles to achieve worthiness, since with¬ 
out such struggles he would never be brought to realize the 
vanity of his trust in himself. But even so, the primary prep¬ 
arations here are made by God who speaks to man through 
conscience and the commandments. The gift of faith in God 
is directly given through the gospel, as this is received by 
those w^ho have been prepared for it. Through the proclama¬ 
tion of his deed in sacrificing his son for the salvation of men, 
God wins men from distrust of him to confidence and re¬ 
liance, from the fear of his wrath to the expectation of his 
love. The Christian life consists now in the daily acceptance 
of this gift and in its expression through works of gratitude 
and love of neighbor. 

It follows from all this that for Luther being a Christian 
is not primarily a matter of specifically religious actions. 
Indeed, in specifically religious matters man is to be recep¬ 
tive rather than active, hearing the word of God, accepting 
his forgiveness. On its active side this life is one of doing 
all the ordinary things demanded by the nature of life itself 
and the laws of society and conscience as well as those of 
the Scriptures. But the man of faith does all these things 
with a difference—in freedom from anxietv, without self- 
seeking, for the sake of the objective good, not for the sake of 
the agent. Christian vocation for Luther is, therefore, not 
religious vocation, though some men arc required to preach 
and to organize churches. Any kind of constructive work in 
the world is a Christian vocation wdien it is carried on with 
confidence in God and with the repentance of a sinner in con¬ 
stant reliance on forgiveness. Although there arc a few kinds 
of activities that evidently cannot be done in the right spirit 
—such as the activities of thieves and harlots on the one hand, 
or of seekers after saintliness on the other—there are none 
that carry tlie guarantee of the right spirit with them. Even 
the gospel may be preached in distrust of God and in pride. 
Every Christian in every vocation is involved in the con¬ 
stant problem of living as a sinner and yet by grace. There 
are even horrible things he may be required to do for the 
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mi blic pood , such as going to war or acting as hangman. But 
iFin a sinful world and as a sinful man he acts in faith, he 
is justified as the seeker after personal virtue cannot be justi¬ 
fied. Luther’s conception of Christian vocation, especially as 
developed by Calvin, came to be of paramount significance in 
the later history of the Protestant countries. The heart of it 
is the understanding that a “good tree brings forth good 
fruit” and that the cjuarrels of men, including moralists, 
about the relative values of good pears, good eherries, and 
good persimmons cxhiliit human pride rather than knowl¬ 
edge of good and evil. 

In political ethics, as the following selections from the 
Lfj/ge Catechism indicate, Luther, never forgetting the great- 
ru'ss of the monastic virtue of obedience and alarmed bv the 
prospects of anarchy in the breaking up of the medieval 
system, insisted especially on the importance of yielding to 
authority. He qualified the principle of obedience to human 
authorities, however, in the same way that Calvin did, and 
the latter’s teachings upon the sTd)ject, presented in the next 
ehapter, largely represent a systematization of Luther’s un¬ 
systematic thought. The (jualifying idea for him, as for all 
Christians, was contained in the statement, “We must obey 
Cod rather than men.” 


SOURCES 


From 

Martin Luther: The Law, Faith and Prayer® 

There are three things which a man must know in order 
to b^yed: 

Jie-must know what he is to do and whgt he is to 
avoid. (Second,^;when he realizes that he cannot of His own 

2 This and all subsequent materials in this chapter are from Luther on 
CAirUitian Education: Luther’s Catechetical Writinffs, translated by John 
Nicholas Lenker (Minneapolis, Minn.: The Luther Press, 1907), 
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power do what is required of him, nor refrain from that 
which is forbidden, he must know where he should seek and 
find the power necessary. In the third place, he must know 
how to seek and find it. The sick man is a case in point. If 
he would recover he must first know the nature of his illness, 
and also what he may do and what he may not do. Then 
he must know where the remedy is to be found which will 
enable him to do as a healthy man does. Lastly, he must 
desire, seek, and secure that reme^'. By a similar process the 
commandments teach a man to recognize his malady, .so that 
be realizes and experiences what he can do and what he 
cannot do, what he can avoid and what he cannot avoid, 
with the result that he rec-ognizes himself a sinful and wicked 
man. Then .secondly, the Creed offers grace as a remedy 
and he is enabled to be godly and keep the commandments. 
It reveals God and his mercy, made available and offered 
through Christ. Thirdly, the Lord’s Prayer teaches him how 
to desire and seek this grace, and shows how to secure it, by 
means of regular, humble, and comforting prayer. Thus 
grace shall be given him and he shall be saved through the 
fulfilment of the commandments. These tliree things virtu¬ 
ally comprise the entire Scriptures.^ 


From 

Mabtin Luther: The Large CATEcrasM 

Exposition of the Ten Commandments 

The First Commandment: “You shall have no 
other gods before me.”^ 

The simple meaning of this commandment is. You shall 
worship me alone as your Cod. What do these words mean 
and how are they to be understood? What is it to have a 

* The introduction Ls from the Foreword to The Law, Faith and Praj/er, 
a brief exposition of the three principal parts of the Catechism. 

* Exod. 20:3, Dent. S:7„ 
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god, or what is God? Answer: A god is that to which we look 
for all good and where we resort for help in every time of 
need. To have a god is simply to trust and believe in one 
witli our whole heart. Tlie confidence and faith of the heart 
make both God and an idol. If your faith and confidence are 
right, then likewise your God is the true God. On the other 
hand, if your confidence is false, then you have not the true 
God. For the two, faith and God, have inevitable connection. 
Now, I say, whatever your heart clings to and confides in, 
that is really your God. Therefore, the intent of this com¬ 
mandment is to require true faith and trust of the heart with 
respect to the onlv true God. 

Many a one thinks he has God and entire sufficiency if 
he has money and riches; in them he trusts and proudly and 
securely boasts that he cares for no one. He surely has a 
god, called mammon, on which be fi.xes his whole heart. Tlii.s 
is a universal idol upon earth. He \\’ho is in possession of 
money and riches deems himself secure. He who has noth¬ 
ing doubts and despairs as if he had no knowledge of God. 
This desire for wealth cleaves to our natures until we are 
in our graves. In like manner he who boasts great skill, 
wisdom, power, and influence, and friends and honors, and 
trusts in them, has also a god, but not the one true God. 

You readily reexignize the nature of this commandment 
and the extent of its requirements. It claims man’s whole 
heart and his trust in God alone. One can easily understand 
that to have God does not mean to lay hands upon him, nor to 
put him in a purse or lock him in a safe. But w'c lay hold of 
him when our hearts embrace him and cleave to him. Now, 
to cling to him with the heart is simply fully to trust him. 

Idolatry does not consist merely in the act of erecting an 
image and praying to it. It consists chiefly in tire state of a 
heart that is intent on something else and seeks help and 
consolation from creatures, saints or devils; that neither 
cares for God nor looks to him for any good, even for help, 
nor believes that the good it receives comes from God. 

There is, moreover, another false dmne service, the great¬ 
est idolatry we have as yet practiced; it still reigns in the 
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world. It swavs the conscience that seeks in its own works 
help, consolation, and salvation, that presumes to wrest 
heaven from God, and reckons how many institutions it has 
established, how often it has fasted, attended mass, etc. Such 
a con.science relies upon and boasts of these things, as if it 
would receive nothing from God gratuitously, but has ac¬ 
quired and earned all by works of supererogation; as if God 
were under obligation to stand at our service, indebted to 
us, and we w’ere his lords. What is that but making God an 
idol, yea, a mere dispenser of apples, and esteeming and 
exalting ourselves as god? 

Let each, then, take heed that he regard this command¬ 
ment as exalted above every other thing, and treat it not as 
a light matter. Examine your own heart diligently and in¬ 
quire of it, and you will surely find whether or no it cleaves to 
God alone. Do you possess a heart that expects from him 
nothing but good, especially when in need and distress, and 
that renounces and forsakes all that is not God? Then you 
have the only true God. On the contrary, does your heart 
cleave to something from which it expects more good and 
more aid than it does from God, and does it flee, not to him, 
but from him? Then you have another god, an idol. 

To instruct us that he will not allow his commandment to 
be cast to the winds, but that he guards it well, God has 
attached to this commandment, first a terrible threat, and 
then a beautiful, comforting promise. “For I the Lord thy 
God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers 
upon the children to the third and the fourth generation of 
those who hate me, and .showing steadfast love to thousands 
of those who love me and keep my commandments.”® Al¬ 
though these words are related to all the commandments yet 
they are joined to this chief commandment because it is of 
first importance that a man’s head be right. Where the head 
is right the whole life must be right. Learn also from these 
words how angry God is with those who trust in aught but 
Himself, and how good and gracious he is to those who, 
with their whole hearts, trust and believe in him alone. 

B Exod. 20:5-6, Deut. 5:9-10. 
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Leam all this that you may not live in false security and take 
your chances as do brutish hearts which imagine that it 
makes no difference how they live. God has witnessed to 
this by all history, as the Scriptures amply show and as daily 
experience abundantly teaches. Let every one take heed that 
this commandment be not regarded as if spoken by man. It 
means either eternal blessing, happiness, and salvation, or 
eternal wrath, misery, and w'oe. The trouble is, the people 
of this world believe none of these words nor do they esteem 
them as words of God. For they sec; that those who trust in 
God and not in mammon suffer grief and want and are op- 
pose'd and attacked of Satan. On the other hand, the servants 
of mammon have power, favor, honor, and every comfort in 
the eyes of the world. We must therefore lay hold of these 
words, even in the face of this apparent contradiction, and 
remember that thew neither lie nor deceive, but that their 
truth must yet be made manifest. 

The Second Commandment: “You shall not take 
the name of the Lord your God in vain; for the Lord 
will not hold him guiltless that takes his name in 
vain.”« 

As the first commandment instructed the heart and taught 
faith, so this commandment leads us into the outer sphere 
and trains our lips and tongue Godward. If asked. How do 
you understand the second commandment and what is meant 
by taking God’s name in vain? answer in the briefest way: 
It is a misuse of God’s name if we call upon the Lord God in 
any way to support falseness or wrong-doing. Therefore, 
it commands that we are not to mention God’s name falsely 
or so take it upon our lips, when the heart knows or should 
know the deception. Now, with this knowledge, each one 
can easily decide for himself when and how God’s name is 
abused, although it is impossible to name all its mi.suses. In 
general, a wrong use is seen in the first place in worldly busi¬ 
ness and in things relating to money, possessions and honor, 
be it publicly before the courts of justice, at market or else- 
« Exod. 20:7, Deut. 5:11. 
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where whenever men swear or make a false oath by an appeal 
to Gods name or their own souls to support their statements. 
But its greatest abuse is found in spiritual matters when false 
preachers arise and present untruthful teachings as the Word 
of God. Notice, all these arc expedients to use the name of 
God as a veneer in order to appear attractive and conimcnd- 
able, whether in ordinary worldly business or in the high and 
subtle matters of faith and doctrine. 

It is a calamity common in all the world that there are 
few who do not use God’s name in falsehood and all kinds of 
v'ickedness. So few are they who in their hearts trust in God 
alone. We all naturally possess this beautiful virtue: lie who 
has committed a wrong would gladlv cover up and disguise 
his disgrace, that it might come to no one’s sight or knowl¬ 
edge. All men would rather work their wickedness secretly 
than let anyone find it out. Then when we are arraigned, 
God must give his name and make the rascality appear as 
an act of righteousness and the disgrace as honorable con¬ 
duct. This is the universal way of the world. It is a great 
mercy that the earth still bears and nourishes us. 

In the words, ‘"You shall not take the name of the Lord 
your God in vain,” God at the same time gives us to under¬ 
stand that we are to take his name in the right sense. It has 
been revealed and given to ns for constant use and profit. 
Therefore, since it is here forbidden to use this holy name in 
the service of falsehood and wickedness, it necessarily fol¬ 
lows that we are, on tlu^ other hand, commanded to use it in 
the service of truth and everything that is good; as for ex¬ 
ample, where one swears to the truth wherever needed and 
demanded. Likewise, v hen we teach the truth aright; when 
we invoke it in trouble or use it in praise and thanksgiving 
for prosperity, etc. Thereby is solved the question that has 
troubled many teachers, why swearing is forbidden in the 
Gospel, Matthew 5:33-34, and yet Christ and Paul and other 
saints often swore, John 14:12; 16:20 and 23; II Corinthians 
1:23. The explanation is briefly this: We are not to swear in 
support of evil, that is to a falsehood, or unnecessarily; but we 
are to swear in support of the good, and for the welfare of 
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our neighbor. For that is a truly good work by which God 
is praised and truth and justice established; by which false¬ 
hood is refuted, peace restored, obedience enforced and con¬ 
tentions suppressed. 

The Third Commandment: “Remember the sab¬ 
bath day, to keep it holy.”^ 

In the Old Testament God set apart the seventh day and 
appointed it for rest, commanding it to be kept holy above 
all other days. In point of outward observance the command¬ 
ment was given only to the Jews. Therefore, this command¬ 
ment in its literal, rough, meaning is not for us Ghristians 
now. It is wholly an external matter, like the other ordi¬ 
nances of the Old Testament which were bound to particular 
customs, persons, times and places, from which we are now 
set free through Christ. But to give to the uninformed a Chris¬ 
tian interpretation of what God requires of us in this com¬ 
mandment we remind them that we keep holidays not for 
the sake of intelligent and learned Christians; for they have 
no need of it. We keep them, first, for the sake of bodily 
necessity. Nature teaches and demands that the mass of the 
people—servants and mechanics, who the whole week attend 
to their work and trades—retire for a day of rest and recrea¬ 
tion. And then, especially, we do keep holydays that people 
may have time and opportunity to worship with the con¬ 
gregation, which otherwise they could not do. Also, that 
they may assemble in meetings to hear and discuss God’s 
Word and appropriately praise him with song and prayer. 
But these concerns are not so bound up with a particular 
time as they were among the Jews, when it had to be precisely 
this or that day, for one day in itself is no better than another, 
and worship should, indeed, be observed daily. But since the 
mass of the people cannot attend to it daily, one day a week 
at least must be set apart for the purpose. Sunday was ap¬ 
pointed for it in olden times, and we should not change the 
day. The Sabbath should be uniformly observed as to the day 
and so no disorder be caused by unnecessary innovations. 

^Exod. 20:8, Deut. 5:12. 
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The plain meaning of this commandment is that, since 
man naturally celebrates festival da^^s, the celebrations be 
so arranged that he learn Gods Word. The Word of God is 
the holy of holies, yea, the only holy thing we Christians 
know and have. God’s Word is the treasure that sanctifies 
everything. Whatever be the hour when God’s Word is 
taught or preached, when it is heard, read, or called to mind, 
then the person, day, and work are thereby sanctified; not 
because of any outward work, but because of the Word 
which sanctifies us all. Other labor and employment are not 
properly called holy unless the doer is himself first holy, but 
here a work must be perfonncd which makes the doer holy; 
such a thing occurs only through God’s Word. Places, times, 
indi\ iduals, and all the appointments of worship have been 
instituted and ordered that God’s Word may exert its power 
publicly. 

The Fourth Commandment: Thus far we have 
learned the first three commandments which treat 
of our duty to God. Now the other sex en cxnnmand- 
ments follow, which treat of our duty to our neigh¬ 
bors. Among these the first and greatest is: “Honor 
your father and your mother.”'^ 

God has exalted fatherhood and motherhood above all 
other relations under his scepter. This appears from the fact 
that he does not command merely to love the parents but to 
honor them. As to our brothers, sisters, and neighbors, God 
generally commands nothing higher than that we love them. 
He thus distinguishes father and mother al)ove all other 
persons upon earth and places them next to himself. It is 
a much greater thing to honor than to love. It includes not 
only love, but also obedience, humility and reverence, as if 
we were pointed to some sovereignty hidden there. Thus the 
young must be taught to reverence their parents in God’s 
stead, and to remember that even though they be lowly, 
poor, frail, and peculiar, they are still father and mother 
given by God. Their way of living and their failings cannot 
® Exod. 20:12, Deut. 5:16. 
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rob them of their honor. Therefore we are not to regard the 
manner of their persons but God’s will that appointed and 
ordained them to be our parents. Before God we are no doubt 
all equal, but among ourselves there must be such inequality 
and rightful distinction as is enjoined by God. 

First, then, learn what is meant by honor to parents as 
required by this ajmrnandment. It is that they be esteemed 
and prized above everything else as the most precious treas¬ 
ure we have on earth. Then, that in conversation with them 
we measure our words, lest our language be discourteous, 
domineering, quarrelsome, yielding to them in silence, even 
if they do go too far. And, thirdly, that we honor them by 
our actions, both in our bearing and the extension of aid, 
serving, helping, and caring for them when they are old or 
sick, frail or poor; and that we not only do it cheerfully, but 
with humility and reverence, as if unto God. 

Observe what a great, good, and sacred function is here 
assigned to children, which, alas, is totally disregarded and 
cast aside. No one recognizes it as God’s command or as a 
holy, divine Word and precept. For if we had thus honored 
this commandment it would have been apparent to all that 
the call is for holy people who live according to these words. 
It would not have been necessary to institute monastic life 
or spiritual orders had every child kept this commandment. 
For what God has commanded must be better and far nobler 
than all that we can ourselves devise. Since the commands of 
God embody his highest wisdom, who am I that I should 
attempt to improve upon his appointments? Since God’s 
Word and will are to be fulfilled nothing is to be more 
sacredly regarded than the wills and words of our parents, 
provided that tlierein we remain obedient to God and break 
not the preceding commandments. 

While speaking on this commandment it is in place to 
mention the various instances in which obedience is required 
by those in authority over us, whose duty it is to command 
and govern. All authority has its root and warrant in parental 
authority. All who are called masters stand in the place of 
parents and from them must obtain authority and power to 
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command. In the Bible they are all called fathers, because 
in their government they perform the functions of a father 
and should possess a fatherly heart toward their people. [The 
Romans] called their princes and magistrates patres patriae, 
fathers of the country; and it is a shame that we who wish to 
be C]hri.stians do not so call our rulers, or, at least, treat and 
honor them as such. Through civil rulers as through our 
parents, God gives us food, home and land, protection and 
security. Therefore since thev bear this name and title with 
all honor as their chief glory, it is our duty to honor them and 
to esteem tliem as we would the greatest treasure and the 
most precious jewel on earth. Now he who is obedient, will¬ 
ing and capable, and cheerfully gives honor wherever due, 
knows that he pleases God, and receives joy and happiness 
as a reward. If, on the other hand, one will not serve in love 
but despises and resists authority—or rebels—he should know 
that he has no favor or blessing. What we in di.sobedience 
seek and merit will be paid to and visited upon us. Why, 
thitik you, is the world full of unfaithfulness, shame, miser)’, 
and murder? Just because everyone strives to be his own lord 
and free from authority, to care nothing for anyone, and to 
do what he pleases. God punishes one rogue by means of 
another; if you deceive and despise your master, another 
comes and treats you likewise. We, indeed, feel our mis¬ 
fortune and we murmur and complain of unfaithfulness, 
violence and injustice; but we are unwilling to see that we 
ourselves are rogues who justly deserve our punishment, and 
we are not reformed by what wc suffer. 

In this connection it would not be amiss to advise parents 
and others filling their office, as to their treatment of those 
committed to their authority. Although the duty of superiors 
is not explicitly stated in the Ten Commandments, it is fre¬ 
quently dwelt upon in many other passages of Scripture, and 
God intends it even to be included in this commandment, 
where he mentions father and mother. God does not purpose 
to bestow the parental office and government upon rogues and 
tyrants; therefore he does not give them that honor, namely 
the power and authority to govern, merely to receive homage. 
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Parents should consider that they are under obligation to 
obey God and that, first of all, they are conscientiously and 
faithfully to discharge all the duties of their office; not only 
to feed and provide for the temporal wants of their children, 
servants, subjects, etc., but especially to train them to the 
honor and praise of God. Therefore, think not, you parents, 
that the parental office is a matter of your pleasure and whim, 
but remember that God has strictly commanded it and en¬ 
trusted it to you, and that for tlie discharge of its duties you 
must give an account. 

The Fifth Commandment: “You shall not kill.”® 


We have thus far explained both the spiritual and civil 
governments, the exercise of divine and parental authority 
and obedience. In this commandment, however, we go out 
of our homes, among our neighbors, in order to learn how 
each one should conduct himself toward his fellow man. 
Hence in this commandment neither God nor magistrates 
are mentioned, nor does it take from them the power they 
have to put to death. For God has delegated to civil magis¬ 
trates in place of parents the right to punish evil-doers. 
Therefore, what is forbidden here is forbidden an individual 
to do to his fellow man and is not forbidden the civil govern¬ 
ment. 

This commandment is simple enough. We hear it ex¬ 
plained in the Gospel text of Matthew 5:21. There Christ 
interprets it in brief to be the prohibition of murderjjeiAer by 
the hand or by word, or by thought of the heart; by sign or 
geSTurej b^lielp or counsel. It forbids anger, except—as said 
before—to those who act in the pTacedTCbd—in the capacity 
of parental or civil authority. Anger and reproof and punish¬ 
ment are the prerogatives of God and his representatives, to 
be exercised upon those who transgress this and other com¬ 
mandments. 

The occasion and need of this commandment is the 
wickedness of the world and the wretchedness of this life. 
God, in the knowledge of these, placed the commandments 

»Exod. 20:13, Deul. 5:17. 
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as a defense of godly people against the wicked. In the case 
of this commandment, as in every other, there are various 
temptations to transgress. We must live among many people 
of evil intent toward us, giving us reason to be their enemies. 
In re.sponse to their enmity, anger, pain, and revenge arise in 
our own hearts. Evil speech ensues between us and our 
enemies, followed by blows resulting in calamity and death. 
To forestall such an issue, God, as a loving father, by this 
commandment intervenes and settles the quarrel for the 
safety of all. Briefly, God’s purpose here is to have all per¬ 
sons protected, set free and enabled to live peaceable hvcs in 
the presence of the injustice and violence of all men. This 
commandment is likewise a wall, a fortress of defense, about 
our neighbor to protect him in his liberty and to guard him 
from bodily harm and .suffering. 

Where mu rder is forbidden, tlmre also is forbidden every¬ 
thing that may lead fo murder. Nature implanls~flie .spirit of 
revenge within eacli of us, and it is a common thing that no 
one willingly suffers injury from another. God’s purpose is 
to remove this root and fountain of bitterness. God teaches 
us a calmness of spirit for anger, and a heart of patience and 
gentleness tow'ard our enemies, w'ho would arouse our wrath. 

Not only he w ho directly does evil breaks this command¬ 
ment, but also he who unnecessarily omits a service to his 
neighbor which he might render by anticipating and restrain¬ 
ing, and by protecting and rescuing his fellow man from 
bodily harm and suffering. The chief design of God is that 
we permit no injury to befall any person, but that we show to 
everyone all kindness and love. And this kindness is directed 
especially tow'ard our enemies. 

The Sixth Commandment: “You shall not commit 
adultery.”^® 

Explicit injunction is here given against injury [to the 
neighbor] by the disgrace of his wife. Adultery is particu¬ 
larly mentioned, because among the Jewish people marriage 
was obligatory. Young people were advised to marry at the 
10 Exod. 20:14, Deut.5;]8. 
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earliest age possible. Virginity was not particularly com¬ 
mended; harlots and libertines were never tolerated. There 
was no form of unchastity more common than that of the 
breaking of the marriage vow. But since there is among us 
such a shamebil and vile mixture of all fonns of vice and 
lewdness, this commandment is directed against every form 
of unchastity, under any name. Not only the actual deed is 
forbidden, but also every prompting and incentive to it. 
Heart, lips, and the whole bodv must be chaste and give no 
occasion, no help or suggestion to unchastity. Further, we 
are to restrain, protect, and rescue where there is need. We 
are to assist our neighbors to maintain their honor. In Irrief, 
the r(‘(|nireinent of this commandment is chastitv for one’s 
sell and the endeavor to secure it for the neighbor. 

But since particular attention is here called to the married 
state, let us carefullv note, first, how Cod (\spcciallv honors 
and commends wedded life, since he confirms and protects 
it with a special command. Hence he rccjuires us to honor, 
guard, and observe it as a divine and blessed estate. Signifi¬ 
cantly he establi.shed it as the first of all institutions, and with 
it in view he did not crc'ate man and v\'oman alike. God’s 
purpose, as is plain, was not that they should Ih’e a life of 
wickedness, but that they might be true to each other, beget 
children, and nourish and rear them to his glorj’. Therefore 
God blessed this institution alrove all others and made ever\- 
thing on earth serve and spring from it, so that it might be 
well and amply provided for. It is not an exceptional estate 
but the most universal and the noblest, pervading all Chris¬ 
tendom, yea, extending through the whole world. 

Remember that marriage is not onlv an honorable but also 
a necessary estate, earnestly commanded by God, so that in 
general men and women of all conditions, created for it, 
should be found in it. Yet there are some exceptions, al¬ 
though few, whom God has c.specially exempted, either be¬ 
cause they are unfit for wedded life or because, by reason of 
extraordinary gifts, they have become free to live chaste lives 
unmarried. To unaided human nature, as God created it, 
chastity apart from matrimony is an impossibility. For flesh 
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and blood remain flesh and blood, and the natural inclination 
and excitement run their course without let or hindrance, as 
everyones observation and experience testify. Therefore 
that man might more easily keep his evil lust in bounds, God 
commanded marriage, that each may have his proper portion 
and be satisfied; although God s grace is still needed for the 
heart to be pure. 

This commandment requires man not only to live chaste in 
act, word, and thought in his station, and especially in his 
married lif(% but also to love and appreciate the consort God 
has given him. For love and harmony between husband and 
wife are abo\'e all things essential to conjugal chastity. Heart 
confidence and perfect fidelity must olitain. Thev are of 
chief importance, for thereby is created love and the desire 
for chastity. From such a condition chastity always follows 
spontaneously, without commandment. 

The Seventh Commandment: “You shall not 
steal.”” 

Next to our own persons and our wedded companions, our 
temporal treasures are the dearest to us. God designs protec¬ 
tion for them also. He has commanded that no one damage 
or curtail the possessions of his neighbor. “To steal” signifies 
nothing else than to obtain another's property by unjust 
means. It briefly embraces every method in all lines of busi¬ 
ness by which advantage is taken of a neighbor's disad¬ 
vantage. Stealing is a widespread, universal vice. 

It is stealing when a man-servant or a maid-servant is un¬ 
faithful in duty and does, or permits, any injury which could 
easilv have been avoided; or wh(*n he or she is otherwise in- 
different and careless through laziness, negligence, or wick¬ 
edness—for I do not speak of taking advantage unintention¬ 
ally or through oversight. I may say the same of mechanics, 
workmen, and day-laborers, all of whom act wantonly, know¬ 
ing not how to cheat their employers enough. In like manner 
dishonesty is rampant and in full force at the market and in 


11 Exod. 20:15, Deut. 5:19. 
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every-day business. In barter the one deceives the other with 
inferior goods, false measures, unjust weights, counterfeit 
money, dexterous tricks, clever financiering, and plausible 
tales. Who can mention all the .species of fraud? In short 
thievery is a universal art, the largest guild on earth. Viewing 
the world in all its vocations, it is a universal den of thieves. 
Therefore there are also men whom you may call gentlcmen- 
robbers, land-grabbers, and road-agents, quite above the 
safe-robber or pilferer of petty cash. These occupy seats of 
honor, are styled great lords and honorable, pious citizens, 
and under the cloak of honesty they rob and steal. Yea, we 
might well let the lesser individual thieves alone if we could 
only arrest the great, powerful arch-thieves. 

Let everyone know, then, that he is under obligation, at 
the risk of incurring God’s displeasure, not to hann his neigh¬ 
bor nor take advantage of him in any business transaction. 
But more than that he is faithfully to protect his neighbor’s 
property and further his interests, especially if he takes re¬ 
muneration for doing so. He who wilfully disregards God’s 
commandment in respect of these things may persist in his 
course, but he shall not escape God’s wrathful punishment. 
Although he may practice his defiance and arrogance for a 
long time, eventually he shall be a vagabond and a beggar 
and suffer all calamity and misfortune. We have daily evi¬ 
dence that nothing stolen or dishonestly acquired contributes 
to prosperity. But we do not heed the lesson; we go on un¬ 
concerned. Then God is compelled to punish us and teach us 
ethics in a different way. He permits one civil tax after 
another to be levied upon us, or a troop of soldiers is quar¬ 
tered upon us, who instantly empty our purses and safes. In 
brief, however much you steal, twice as much will be stolen 
from you. For since everyone robs and steals from others, 
God is a master in punishing one thief by means of another. 

To you who show yoiu" contempt for us, defrauding and 
robbing, we will submit. We will endure your insolence and 
forgive, as the Lord’s Prayer teaches. We know that the 
righteous shall not want, and that the greatest injury you 
do is to yourselves. But beware how you deal with the poor. 
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When there comes to you one who must live on the pittance 
of his daily wage, and you inhumanly exact from and turn 
away from him who should be the object of your pity, he will 
go away and in his sorrow and misery, because he can cry 
to none other for help, will cry to heaven. That appeal of 
distress will be no light matter. It will be with power beyond 
you and all the world to sustain. It will reach God, who 
watches over hearts sorrowful and distressed, and he will 
avenge this their wrong. If you disregard that cry and defy 
God, consider wdiose wrath you have provoked. Then if suc¬ 
cess is yours, before all the world you may pronounce God 
and me liars. 

The Eighth Commandment: “You shall not bear 
false witness against your neighbor.”*^ 

God would guard the honor and character of our neigh¬ 
bor as he guards his other possessions. The first and most 
evident import of the command is with reference to legal 
injustice—in the instance of a poor and innocent one being 
wronged by false evidence for the purpose of punishment 
in person, possession, or good name. The first requirement 
of this commandment, then, is that each shall assist his neigh¬ 
bor in maintaining his rights. He must not permit the viola¬ 
tion of those rights; rather must he further their security as 
God approves, be he judge or witness, let the consequences 
be as they may. Here is presented the end to which jurists 
should strive to attain—perfect justice in every case. Right 
is to be always right, not perverted, concealed, or silenced 
for the sake of gain, honor, or power. This is one meaning 
of the commandment and the most evident—one which per¬ 
tains to a court of justice. 

All use of the tongue to the injury or offense of our neigh¬ 
bor is forbidden. For false witness is clearly a sin of the 
tongue. That which is done with the tongue to the injury 
of our fellow-men, God therefore forbids. It may be ac¬ 
complished by the erroneous doctrines and blasphemies of 
false teaching; by the injustice of corrupt judges and wit- 

12 Exod. 20:16, Deut. 5:20. 
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nesses; or by falsehood and evil words of others than those 
in authority. Particularly is included that despicable vice, 
slanderous gossip, with which Satan corrupts us. It is a com¬ 
mon vice of human nature, that one would rather hear evil 
than good of his neighbor. Evil as we are ourselves, we can¬ 
not tolerate that it be spoken of us; we want the imiversal 
commendation of the world. Yet we are unwilling that only 
good should be said of others. Wherefore, to avoid sin of 
the tongue, we must heed the fact that public judgment and 
reproof of one’s neighbor is forbidden, even when one has 
seen the sin, unless he has authority to judge and reprove. 
There is a vast difference between judging sin and having 
knowledge of it. Knowledge of sin does not entail the right 
to judge it. Though I hear and see my neighbor’s sin, I am 
not commanded to report it. If I recklessly pass sentence 
upon him, I commit a greater sin than he. If you dare not 
prefer charges before the appointed authorities and be re¬ 
sponsible, keep silence. Every report, that cannot be legally 
proven, is false witness. That which is not publicly sub¬ 
stantiated, no one shall publish as truth. In brief, that which 
is secret should be allowed to remain so or be privately re¬ 
in short, then, we are not in any wise to speak evil of our 
neighbor. Exception is made in the case of civil authority, 
pastors, and parents; the commandment must not be under¬ 
stood as permitting evil to go unreproved. So the fifth com¬ 
mandment forbids us to do bodily injury to any, but excepts 
the executioner. By virtue of his office, he does naught to 
his neighbor but bodily harm; yet without sin, because his 
office is instituted by God, who, in the first commandment, 
reserves to himself the right of punishment. No one has a 
right of himself to condemn another; but they who, having 
authority by virtue of office, fail to fulfill tlieir duty, sin as 
does he who presumes upon authority. It is necessary that 
evil be charged, that investigation and testimony be em¬ 
ployed. So civil authorities, parents, close relatives and 
friends are under mutual obligation to reprove sin when it 
is necessary and productive of good. 
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The Ninth and Tenth Commandments: '‘You shall 
not covet your neighbor s house. You shall not covet 
your neighbor s wife, nor his man-servant, nor his 
maid-servant, or his ox, or his ass, or anytliing that 
is your neighbor's.”^^ 

The seventh commandment forbids us to appropriate 
or withhold the property of another when we have no right 
to do so. Here we are forbidden to deprive our neighbor 
of anything of liis own even wdien, in the eyes of the world, 
we could honorably do it, without accusation or blame for 
fraudulent dealing. 

Such is human nature that no one of us desires the other 
to possess as much as himself, and each secures as much as 
he can, without regard to his neighbor’s interests. Yet we 
want to be thought upright. We dress ourselves up to eon- 
ccal our roguery. We seek and invent ingenious devices and 
clever frauds, such as are now daily contrived with cunning 
skill, under the guise of justice. We even boast of our roguery 
with arrogance and want it called shrewdness and fore¬ 
sight instead of roguery. This last commandment, then, is 
not addressed to those whom even the world recognizes as 
knaves, but to those most righteous, to such as wish to be 
commended as honest and upright. Who is ingenious enough 
to imagine all the various methods by which advantage may 
be taken under the appearance of fair dealing? 

Let us understand the commandment to be particularly 
directed against envy and wretched avarice, God’s purpose 
being to remove the cause and source of our injuries to our 
neighbor. In plain words, therefore, he expresses it; “You 
shall not covet,” etc. For, above all, he would have our 
hearts pure, although so long as we live upon earth we shall 
not fully succeed in this. 

Conclusion to the Ten Commandments. Thus we have in 
the Ten Commandments a summary of divine teaching. 
They tell us what we arc to do to make our lives pleasing to 
God. They show us the true fountain from which, and the 


13 Exod. 20:17, Deut. 5:21. 
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true channel in which, all good works must flow. No deed, 
no conduct can be good and pleasing to God, however 
worthy or precious it be in the eyes of tlie world, unless it 
accord with the Ten Commandments. Now let us see what 
our noted saints find to boast in their holv orders and the 
great and difficult tasks they have invented for themselves, 
at the same time neglecting the commandments as if they 
were too trivial or had long ago been fulfilled. My opinion 
is that we shall have our hands full in keeping these eom- 
mandments—in practicing gentleness, patience, love towards 
our enemies, chastity, kindness and whatever other virtues 
they may include. Is it not detestable presumption in those 
desperate saints to try to find a higher and better life or 
estate than the commandments teach? They pretend—as 
has been said—that the life taught in the commandments is 
a simple life, for common men, but that theirs is for saints 
and perfect men! Poor, blind people! they do not see that 
no one can perfectly observe even so much as one of the Ten 
Commandments; but the Creed and the Lord’s Prayer must 
help us. Through tlicm we must seek and beseech the grace 
of obedience, and receive it continually. The boastings of 
these saints, then, is much the same as if I were to boast: I 
have not a dime with which to pay, but I venture to make 
myself responsible for the payment of ten dollars without 
fail. 


On the Creed 

The Creed teaches a very different lesson from the Ten 
Commandments. The latter teach us what we must do, but 
the Creed teaches us what God does for us and what he 
gives us. The Ten Commandments are written in the hearts 
of all men, but no me re human wisdom can comprehend tlie 
Creed. It must b e. tgught b y the Holy Spirit alone. The law 
of the commandments docs not make us Christians, for 
God’s wrath and displeasure abides upon us because we 
cannot fulfill his demands. But the Creed brings us full 
mercy, sanctifies us and makes us acceptable to God. 
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Through this knowledge we learn to love all Gods command¬ 
ments, for we see that he freely bestows himself upon us, 
with all that he has, to help us and guide us in keeping the 
Ten Commandments. The Father gives us all created things; 
Christ all his works; and the Holy Spirit, all his gifts. 

On the Lord's Prayer 

Since no human being can keep the Ten Commandments 
perfectly, though he have made a beginning in believing, 
and since wc must fight against the devil and all his powers, 
the world and our own flesh, nothing is so necessary as that 
we should constantly seek the ear of Cod, invoking him and 
praying him to give us faith and obedience to the Ten 
Commandments, to sustain and increase our faith and re¬ 
move all that opposes and hinders us in this way. That we 
may know what and how to pray, our Lord Jesus Christ has 
himself taught us, giving us the very form and words. 

Now we will discuss the Lord’s Prayer. Here, in seven 
articles or petitions, are comprehended in connected order 
all the needs that continually beset us, each of which is so 
pressing as to become a life-long object of prayer. 

Hallowed be thy name. In this petition we pray for just 
that w'hich God reejuired in the second commandment. Note 
the great need of such a prayer. Since we sec that the world 
is filled with sects and false teachers, and they all use the 
holy name as a cover and pretense for their devili.sh doc¬ 
trines, we ought c'onstantly to cry unto God against all who 
preach and believe falsely. Likewise, we need to pray for 
ourselves, who while we have God’s Word, are ungrateful 
for it and do not live according to it as we should. 

Thy Kingdom come. What is the kingdom of God? 
Simply what we learned in the Creed—that God sent his 
Son, Jesus Christ our Lord, into the world to redeem and 
deliver us from the devil’s power and to bring us to himself 
and reign over us a king of righteousness, of life and salva¬ 
tion, defending us from sin, death, and an evil conscience. 
And further that God gave us his Holy Spirit to teach us 
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through his holy Word, and by his power to enlighten and 
strengthen us in faith. We pray here then that all this may 
be realized by us. The kingdom of God comes to us in two 
different ways: first, in time through the Word and faith; 
secondly, it shall be revealed in eternity. We pray that it 
may come to tliose who are not yet therein, and also that 
in us who have received the same it may daily increase and 
remain ours in the life eternal. 

Thy will be done, as in heaven, so on earth. We who would 
be Christians must not fail to calculate upon having the 
devil with all his angels, as well as the world for our enemies, 
who will prepare all kinds of sorrow and misfortune for us. 
For wherever Gods Word is preached, is accepted or be¬ 
lieved, and bears fruit, there the dear holy cross of persecut¬ 
ing will not be wanting. Let no one think that he will live 
in peace; rather that he mu.st risk all he has upon earth- 
possessions, honor, home and estate, wife and child, body 
and life. Now this causes sorrow to our flesh and the old 
Adam; for it means that we must continue steadfast and 
suffer with patience whatever may befall us, and that we 
must surrender what is taken from us. Hence it is necessary 
in this as in every other case that we pray without ceasing: 
Thy will be done, dear Father, and not the will of the devil 
or of our enemies, nor of those who would persecute and 
destroy thy Word, or prevent thy kingdom from coming; 
and grant that all we have to suffer because of it may be 
borne with patience and be overcome, thus saving our poor 
flesh from yielding or falling through weakness or indolence. 

Give us this day our daily bread. This petition includes 
all that belongs to our temporal life, since only for its sake 
we need daily bread. Now, our life requires not only food, 
clothing and other necessities, but also concord and peace in 
our daily business—in short a sound regulation of all domes¬ 
tic and civil or political affairs. For where these two rela¬ 
tions are not maintained under the right conditions life it¬ 
self cannot be supported. And it is indeed most necessary 
to pray for our civil authorities and government, for chiefly 
through them God provides for our daily bread and every 
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comfort of life. Although we receive from God all good 
things in abundance, yet we are unable to retain any of them 
or enjoy them in safety and happiness unless he gives us a 
stable and peaceful government. 

And forgive us our debts as tee also have forgiven our 
debtors. This petition refers to the poverty and wretched¬ 
ness of our lives. Although we have God’s Word and believe 
and do God’s will and submit to it, and though we are 
nourished by God’s gifts and blessings, our lives are not free 
from sin. Wo daily stumble and transgress, because we live 
in a world of people who sorely vex us and give occasion for 
impatience, anger, revenge and the like. Besides, the devil 
is after us; he attacks on all sides and so it is not possible al¬ 
ways to stand firm in such a constant conflict. Hence there 
is a great need to pray and cry: Dear Father, forgive us our 
debts. Not that he does not forgive sins without our prayers 
and before we pray, for he gave us the Gospel in whic‘h there 
is nothing but forgiveness, before we prayed for it or ever 
thought of it. But the point here is for us to recognize and 
accept this forgiveness. For the fle.sh in which we daily live 
is so constituted that it neither trusts nor believes in God, and 
is ever stirred by evil lusts and wicked desires, causing us 
to sin daily in word and deed by omission and commission. 
Thus our consciences become restless, fear God’s wrath and 
displeasure, and lose the comfort and t*onfidence the Gospel 
inspires; therefore it is necessary for us to reassure our con¬ 
sciences by constantly turning to this petition for comfort. 
God has promised us assurance of complete forgiveness and 
remission of sins; yet only so far as we forgive our neighbor. 
If you do not forgive, think not that God will forgive you, 
but if you forgive, you have in that forgiveness the comfort 
and assurance that you are pardoned in heaven. Not be¬ 
cause you forgave others; for God forgives freely and gra¬ 
tuitously; but that you may be strengthened and assured by 
such earnest of forgiveness. 

And lead us not into temptation. Although we have ob¬ 
tained forgiveness and a good conscience and are wholly 
absolved, yet such is life that one stands today and falls to- 
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morrow. We dwell in the flesh and the old Adam is always 
astir in us. Then comes the world to offend and drive us 
to anger and impatience. In addition to these comes the 
devil, who especially occupies himself with things pertain¬ 
ing to the conscience and .spiritual matters. Being, through¬ 
out this troublous life, harassed, hounded, and driven from 
all sides, we are constrained every hour to plead and to cry 
that God may not permit us to become indolent and weary, 
and to relapse into sin, disgrace and unbelief. 

But deliver us from evil. In the Greek text this petition 
reads. Deliver or preserve us from the evil one, or the mali¬ 
cious one. Apparently it refers to the devil as the sum of all 
evil. Therefore, we sum it all up and say: Dear Father, help 
us that we may be free from aU this misery. The short peti¬ 
tion includes all the evil we experience in the devil’s king¬ 
dom-poverty, shame, death; in short, all wretched misery 
and heartache, of which there is an infinite amount on earth. 
The devil, because he is not only a liar but a murderer un¬ 
ceasingly seeks to take our lives and wreaks his anger on us. 
If God did not support us w'e would not be secure before 
him one hour. This petition God has placed last; because if 
we are to be guarded and freed from all evil, his name must 
first be hallowed in us, his kingdom be in us and his will be 
done by us. Then he will finally preserve us from sin and 
shame and from everything else that harms or injures. 
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chapter 9 

JOHN CALVIN 

As Luther was the prophetic genius of the Reform ation 
so f olin Calv in (1509-64) was its greatest organiz er. He 
systematized and related to concrete action the ideas that 
Luther had propounded and at the same time so intensified 
some of them that the churches which followed his leader¬ 
ship developed a character distinctively different from the 
Lutheran churches, though the close kinship of the two 
wings of the Reformation remains evident. 

The jion of.influential lawyer and man of affairs in 
Picardy, Calvin studied at the universities of Paris, Orleans, 
and Bourges. Abandoning his first intention to prepare for 
a career in the church, he turned to the study o f civiLlaw 
which he pursued so eagerly and effectively that his legal 
training left a decided impress on all his later work. A 
second important factor in his education was the influence 
of various French hum anists and the classical studies to 
which they directed him. As a humanist he published his 
first book, a commentary on Seneca's De Clernentia, and to 
these studies he was indebted for the development of a re¬ 
markable literary style and for a deep appreciation of classical 
philosophy, science, and art. The humanist interest mani¬ 
fest in his writings is often overlooked by those who ap¬ 
proach them with preconceived notions about the exclusive¬ 
ness of his Biblicism. To be sure, both legal training and 
classical studies were ultimately overshadowed by the in¬ 
fluence on his mind of that inquiry into the Scriptures to 
which he was directed by teachers and friends who were 
participating in the new religious movement, the Reforma¬ 
tion. Under these influences and in consequence of a pro- 
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found intellectual and emotional conversion he allied him¬ 
self with the refor m party . 

Fleeing persecution in France, Calvin joined the native 
and emigre Protestants who were making the cities of Swit¬ 
zerland centers of the new movement. At Basel, in 1536, 
he wrote and published the first version of his highly influen¬ 
tial Imtitutcs of the Christian Religion. Revised many times 
and translated into many languages, it became for a large 
part of Western Christendom the standard statement of 
Christian faith and practice, next to the Scriptures. In the 
same year Calvin joined the fiery Farel at Geneva as one of 
the ministers in a city which had combined political with 
religious reform. Having achieved independence from its 
feudal lord, a prince-bishop, it had estalilished self-rule 
tlirough its city council and undertaken to reform and reor¬ 
ganize its churches. Calvin’s insistence on the right of the 
church to govern its own affairs, in a free city-state no less 
than in a kingdom, led to conflicts and to his banishment in 
1538. Three years later, however, the council begged him 
to return; reluctantly he abandoned his scholarly and pas¬ 
toral pursuits to assume the direction of the church in Ge¬ 
neva. 

During the ensuing twenty-three years he gave to the 
city a powerful and dynamic leadership, .so that it became 
the spiritual capital of a large part of Protestant Europe. His 
opponents often regarded him as ruthless; his allies found 
him impregnable. His influence on political as well as re¬ 
ligious affairs was so great that he has often been called a 
dictator, while Geneva has been styled a “theocracy,” in the 
wholly un-Calvinist and un-Protestant sense of that word as 
meaning rule by self-constituted representatives of God. 
Moreover, the rigorous supervision of morals that prevailed 
in Geneva and the severity witli which heresy as well as 
crime was punished have been laid at Calvin’s door. These 
judgments are all subject to debate. Rigorou.sness and se¬ 
verity were part of the temper of the time and not peculiarly 
characteristic of Geneva. The constant conflicts in which 
Calvin was involved with other authorities in the city indi- 
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cate that he was far from being a dictator. As for “theocracy” 
—Geneva, like other Calvinistically organized communities, 
was a society which, recognizing the soverei gnty of God 
alone, had a dual organization in church and state. These 
were independent of ’ eac^i other in theory ah3”targely in 
practice, but each recognized its responsibility, in its o^vn 
sph ere and for the welfare of all the people, to the one Lord. 
Tensions are the inevitable accompaniments of such separa¬ 
tion and cooperation of chureh and state in one community. 
In dc^aling with them Calvin was undoubtedly more in¬ 
terested in maintaining the independence of tlie church from 
the state than vice versa, and in proclaiming the truth of 
revc^lation than in upholding the supremacy of natural or 
common law in politics; but there is little indication that in 
theory or in practice he sought control of the state by the 
church. To be sure, their understanding of Christian duty 
led him and his followers to take a very active interest in 
civic affairs, the enforcement of prevailing moral standards, 
the suppression of heresy, the establishment of schools, pub¬ 
lic h(;alth measures, and the promotion of economic welfare. 
But the Genevan ideal was government by God, not by 
church or clergy or even Bible. 

The ENCouNTEn or God and Man 

C^alvin’s strongly ethical theology centers in the principle 
of “jvisiificatioii-by faith” or in the conviction that the God 
who in holiness and righteousness dem ands man’s complete 
obedience yxiis y^iolly benevolent, toward his elect in their 
sinfulness, forgivin g them their transgressions, healing^ their 
deep, spirit ual d isease, and givi ng^ tliem the great gift of 
eternal life.. A modern philosopher has said that religion 
“runs through three stages, if it evolves to its final satisfac¬ 
tion. It is transition from God the void to God the enemy, 
and from God the enemy to God the companion.”^ For 
Calvin as for Luther the second of these transitions was the 

1 A. N. Whitehead, Religion in the Making (New York: The MacmillaD 
Co.. 1926), p. 16 f. 
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focal point. What Jesus Christ has done in history and what 
he accomplishes in each individual believer when the latter 
is religiously and morally, intellectually and emotionally, 
started on a new course is to change man's relation to God. 
“The principal hinge on which faith turns is this,” wrote 
Calvin, “that we must not suppose that any promises of 
mercy which the Lord offers are only true out of us, and not 
at all in us: We should rather make them ours by inwardly 
embracing them. He onl\^ is a true believer who, firmly pe^r- 
suaded that God is reconciled, and is a kind Father to him, 
hopes everything from his kindness.”- What distinguishes 
Calvin s treatment of this common theme of the Reformation 
is the way in which he sets it in the context of the tlu'mcs 
of human depravity, divine sovereigntv, and the aetivitv of 
the redeemied, or, to use Whitehead’s formula, between 
the themes of divine-human animosity and divine-human 
companionship. 

When man regards himself in the light of Scriptures, or 
when in inner companionship with Christ he remembers 
what he was without Christ, he notes two things—that God 
was against him and that he was against God. God was 
against him as the power which he could not resist, calling 
him into being and destining him to die; giving him a defi¬ 
nite constitution; placing him in a world with a given, un¬ 
avoidable structure and into a history not subject to man’s 
control; limiting his liberty at every point. God was against 
him as the righteousness which, tlirough the nature of things, 
the conscience and the declaration of the moral law, re¬ 
quired absolute obedience. On the other hand, man was 
against God; for though by nature he was a dependent be¬ 
ing, he willed to be independent; though by nature he could 
not live except by loving God above all, he willed to prefer 
himself to God; though lie lived in the kingdom of God, he 
willed to set up an independent and seceding state. Hence 
arose the inner contradiction in the human situation. Not 
only is there animosity between God and man, but man is 

2 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion^ trans. Henry Beveridge 
(2 vols.; London: James Clarke & Co., 1949), Bk. Ill, ch. 2, sec. 16. 
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divided against himself. He profoundly distrusts his Maker 
and Sovereign and at the same time lives in constant fear 
of Gods wrath.,.HisLcthics is at the same time an ethics of 
self-love an d o f fear. It may be the pleasure-seeking ethics 
of those who know their time is short and must “gather roses 
while they may,” or it may be virtue-seeking on the part of 
those who want to save themselves and appease the divine 
wrath. In any case it is the ethics of despair as well as of 
self-love. Further consequences of egoism and fear are the 
evident fonns of vice, transgressions of social laws, warfare, 
and every kind of human inhumanity to man; for the revolt 
against the kingdom of God involves man in virtual anarchy. 
Calvin does not believe or say that man in this depravity 
can do nothing worthwhile. Total depr avity does.JOQt, mean 
th at G od has left no goodness to manTout that the total man 
—in reason, wiU, religion, politics, etc.—is infected with th e 
cornqition. Despite the depravity many excellent gifts are 
left to man so that he is enabled to regulate the community 
life, to pursue arts and sciences, to direct thought into logi¬ 
cal channels, to develop medicine and law. But so long as 
man knows the Sovereign power over life and death as the 
enemy, he carries on all these activities in the context of 
fear, self-love, and despair. 

Calvin’s sense of divine sovereignty is almost unmatched 
in Christian literature outside the pages of Scriptures. By 
and large, Calvin employs, as does the Bible, political and 
social images and concepts in presenting this conviction 
about the absoluteness of God: The world is his kingdom; 
it is subject in all its activities to his laws; everything that 
happens in it is known to him and subject to his overruling 
action; his wisdom and power enable him to use even the 
actions of his enemies for the sake of achieving his good 
ends. Occasionally Calvin employs the more modem but 
less appropriate ideas and symbols of machine and designer 
in setting forth his sense of the absoluteness of God. In so 
far as he does so he opens the way to a fatalistic interpre¬ 
tation of the situation. But his fundamental conception of 
God’s absoluteness is of a personal and social character, 
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though the personal nature of God is never allowed to imply 
limitation of power or presence, and the social nature of the 
kingdom is never permitted to imply that all the self-wills of 
the creatures cooperate according to a preordained harmony. 
The sovereignty of God is being exercised in a world in 
which there is rebellion, but in which those who are recon¬ 
ciled to him become free citizens, happily consenting to the 
laws and cooperating to increase the glory of the kingdom. 

Calvin understands very clearly what is obscured in some 
Christian thinkers: that the reconcil iation of,man to God 
through the work of Jesus Christ docs not result in an auto¬ 
matic, effortless chajige of man’s whole moral and spiritual 
nature. ItJs rathcr,..tl)e beginning of a new and intense ac¬ 
tivity. The Christian life, as CaK'in secs it, is a continuous 
and hard struggle to realize in every .sphere of existence the 
consequences of the new beginning. But, since this life is 
based on the knowledge of the benevolence of the absolutely 
powerful God and on the sure hope of eternal joy, it is the 
moral warfare of men who are certain of victory no matter 
how difficult and painful the battles that must still be fought. 
As the life of those w'ho are still in enmity against God must 
be defeatist, in its attitude toward internal sin, social evil, 
and death, so the life of those who know the love of the 
righteous and sovereign God is sustained by a great assur¬ 
ance. This sense of assurance came to be one of the funda¬ 
mental characteristics of the C^alvinist and Puritan move¬ 
ments. It was closely united with intense moral effort. Tlie 
God whose love assures salvation is the righteous God who 
demands integrity and holiness; forgiveness is the beginning 
of the reconstruction of life; deliverance from evil is de¬ 
liverance from hopelessness in the presence of evil and lib¬ 
eration to arduous warfare against it, within the soul and in 
the world. 

Calvin’s theology and ethics have deeply influenced the 
.social ideas and institutions of Europe and America, though 
the extent and nature of that influence remain the subject of 
much study and debate. In ..eco nomi cs his development of 
the Protestant _idea of vocati on and his so-called “intra- 
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worl^y asceticism” have been regarded as historically very 
important. With Luther, but in a more militant spirit, he 
taught every believer to regard his particular work in the 
world, however humble or exalted in popular regard, how¬ 
ever poorly or richly rewarded, as a “station” or a post to 
which God had assigned him in the warfare against sin and 
death. Put in other terms, it was a training school of the 
spirit and.a trusteeship for wKTch accpVfnt would need to be 
day. This led, on the one hand, to a sense 
of the equality and dignity of all work and, on the other, to 
the release of energies which had been held in check by the 
sense of inferiority that the monastic doctrine of the more 
perfect religious life had fostered among those in “secular” 
walks. With this doctrine of vocation Calvin combined tliat 
austere demand for accepting hardship, for restraining the 
love of case and luxury, for living lab.oriousTy,~ which later 
writers have dubbed “intra-worldly asceticism” in distinc¬ 
tion from the asceticism of the monastery. 

In the political realm Calvin took account, as Luther had 
done, of the necessity of govern ment because men were 
wicked and needed restraint. But he also noted that govern¬ 
ment was a necessity for .social, free, and rational men who 
could not live together without leadership and explicit agree¬ 
ments, “its use among men being not less than that of bread 
and water, light and air, while its dignity is much more excel¬ 
lent.” He believed that al l ci vil pow e rs n eeded to be limited, 
becaiise human sinfulness and error were thus best checked; 
tliat neither theyKillnf, a prince nor of the people was en¬ 
titled-to...siipreroa0^, since both were subject to God; that 
the will of God which formed the ultimate co nstitution of ^ 
all civ il g overnments was known to men through Both con- 
science and revelation. Hence for all the strong emphasis on 
the duty of obedience to constituted authorities, Calvin and 
Calvinism gave powerful impetus to the development of con¬ 
stitutional and parliamentary government. The ideas ex¬ 
pressed at the end of the Institutes, on the duties of the three 
estates in dealing with tyrants and on the necessity of obey¬ 
ing God rather than men, were developed by John Knox 
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and by the French Huguenots into powerful arguments for 
the defense of hberty against tyrants.'"* 


SOURCES 


From 

John Calvin; iNsxmrrES of the Christian Religion'* 

On Mans Nature 

We cannot clearly and properly know G od unless the 
knowledge of ourselves be added. This knowledge is two¬ 
fold-relating, first, to the condition in which we were at 
first created; and, secondly, to our condition such at it be¬ 
gan to be immediately after Adam’s fall. Certainly, before 
we descend to the miserable condition into which man has 
fallen, it is of importance to consider what he was at first. 
For there is need of caution, lest we attend only to the nat¬ 
ural ills of man, and thereby seem to ascribe them to the Au¬ 
thor of nature. 

First, it is to be observed, that when he was fomied out 
of the dust of t hejground a curb was laid on his, pri d(jl God 
not onl^^ having deigned to animate a vessel of clay, but to 
make it the habitation of an immortal spirit, Adam might 
well glory in the great liberality of his Maker. Moreover, 
there can be no question that man consists of a body and a 
soul: meaning by soul, an immortal though created essence, 
which is his nobler part. It is tnie indeed, men cleaving too 
much to the earth are dull of apprehension, nay, being alien¬ 
ated from the Father of Lights, are so immersed in darkness 

Cf. John Knox, “Appellation,” Works, eel. D. Laing, Vol. IV (Edin¬ 
burgh: 1846-1864); also Vindiciue Contra Tyrannos (attributed to Hubert 
Languct), trans. as A Defense of Liberty Against Tyrants, with an Introduc¬ 
tion by H. J. Laski (London: G. Bell & Sons, 1924). 

4 All selections in this chapter are from John Calvin s Institutes of the 
Christian Religion, trans. Henry Beveridge (2 vols.; London: James Clarke 
& Co., 1949). 
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as to imagine that they will not survive the grave; still the 
light is not so completely quenched in darkness that all sense 
of immortality is lost. Conscience, which, distinguishing be¬ 
tween good and evil, responds to the judgment of God, is an 
undoubted sign of an immortal spirit. The body cannot be 
afiFected by any fear of .spiritual punishment. This is compe¬ 
tent only to the soul, which must therefore l)e endued with 
essence. Then the mere k nowledge of a God sufficiently 
proves that souls which rise higher than the world must be 
immortal. In fine, while the many noble faculties with which 
the human mind is endued proclaim that something divine 
is engraven on it, they are so many evidences of an immortal 
essence. The swiftness with which the human mind glances 
from heaven to earth, scans the secrets of nature, and, after 
it has embraced all ages, with intellect and memory digests 
each in its proper order, and reads the future in the past, 
clearly demonstrates that there lurks in man a something 
separated from the body. We have intellect by which we are 
able to conceive of the invisible God and angels—a thing of 
which body is altogether incapable. We have ideas of recti¬ 
tude, justice and honesty—ideas which the bodily senses 
cannot reach. The seat of these ideas must therefore be a 
spirit. Let us hold, for the purpose of the present work, that 
the soul consists of two parts, the intellect and the will. God 
has provided the soul of man with intellect, by which he 
might discern good from evil, just from unjust, and might 
know what to follow or to shun, reason going before with her 
lamp. To this he has conjoined the will, to which choice 
belongs. Man excelled in these noble endowments in his 
primitive condition, when reason, intelligence, prudence, and 
judgment, not only sufficed for the government of his earthly 
life, but also enabled him to rise up to God and eternal 
happiness. In this upright state, man possessed freedom of 
will, by which, if he chose, he was able to attain eternal life.® 
It is not difficult to infer in what way Adam provoked the 
wrath of God. Augustine, indeed, is not far from the mark 
when he says, that pride was the beginning of all evil. A 
5 Ibid., Bk. I, chap, xv, pars. 1, 2, 7, 8. 
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further definition, however, must be derived from the kind 
of temptation which Moses describes. When, by the subtlety 
of the devil, the woman faithlessly abandoned the command 
of God, her fall obviously had its origin in disobedience. 
Hence infidelity was at the root of the Tevolt. From infi¬ 
delity, again, sprang ambition and pride, together with in¬ 
gratitude; because Adam, by longing for more than was 
allotted him, manifested contempt for the great liberality 
with which God had enriched him. In fine, infidelity opened 
the door to ambition, and ambition was the parent of rebel¬ 
lion, man casting off the fear of God, and giving free vent to 
his lust. As Adam’s spiritual life would have consisted in re¬ 
maining united and bound to his Maker, so estrangement 
from him was the death of his soul. Nor is it strange that he 
who pervo'rted the whole order of nature in heaven and earth 
deteriorated his race by his revolt. This is the hereditary 
corruption to which early Christian WTiters gave the name 
of Original Sin. Original sin may be defined as a hereditary 
corruption and depravity of otir nature, extending to all 
parts of the soul, which first makes us obnoxious to the wrath 
of God and then produces in us works which in Scriptures 
are termed works of the flesh.® 

I feel pleased with the well-known saying that man’s nat¬ 
ural gifts were corrupted by sin, and his supernatural gifts 
withdrawn. Majv when he withdrew his allegiance to God, 
was deprived of the spiritual gifts by which he had been 
raised to the hope of eternal salvation. Among these are 
faith, love to God, charity towards our neighbor, the study 
of righteousness and holiness. Soundness of mind and in¬ 
tegrity of heart were, at the same time, withdrawn, and it 
is this which constitutes the corruption of natural gifts. For 
although there is still some residue of intelligence and judg¬ 
ment as well as will, we cannot call a mind sound and entire 
which is both weak and immersed in darkness. To charge 
the intellect with perpetual blindness, so as to leave it no 
intelligence of any description whatever, is repugnant not 
* Ibid., Bk. 11, chap, i, pars. 4,5,8. 
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only to the Word of God, but to common experience. We 
have one kind of intelligence of earthly things and another 
of heavenly things. To the former belong matters of policy 
and economy, all mechanical arts and liberal studies. To 
the latter belong the knowledge of God and of his will, and 
the means of framing the life in accordance with them. As to 
the fonner, the view to be taken is this: Since man is by 
nature a social animal, he is dLsposed, from natural instinct, 
to cherish and preserve society; and accordingly we see that 
all men have impressions of civil order and honesty. Hence 
it is that every individual understands how’ human societies 
must 1)6 regulated by laws, and also is able to comprehend 
the principles of those laws. Hence the universal agreement 
in regard to such subjects, both among nations and indi¬ 
viduals, the seeds of them being implanted in the breasts of 
all without a teacher or lawgiver. While inen dispute with 
each other as to particular cnactmeirts, their ideas of equity 
agree in substance. And this is ample proof, that in regard 
to the constitution of the present life, no man is devoid of 
the light of reason. Next come manual and liberal arts, in 
learning which, as all have some degree of aptitude, the full 
force of human acuteness is displayed. In reading profane 
authors the admirable light of truth displayed in them should 
remhid us that the human mind, however much fallen and 
perverted from its original integrity, is still adorned and in¬ 
vested with admirable gifts from its Greator.’ 

We must now explain what the power of human reason 
is, in regard to the kingdom of God, and spiritual discern¬ 
ment, which consists chiefly of three things—the knowledge 
of God, the knowledge of his paternal favor towards us, 
which constitutes our salvation, and the method of regu¬ 
lating our conduct in accordance with the Divine Law. 
With regard to the former two, but more properly the sec¬ 
ond, men otherwise the most ingenious are blinder than 
moles. In the writings of philosophers we meet occasionally 
with shrewd and apposite remarks on the nature of God. 

7 Ibid,, Bk. II, chap, ii, pars. 12, 13, 14. 
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Still, though seeing, they saw not. Not one of them even 
made the least approach to that assurance of the divine fa¬ 
vor, without which the mind of man must ever remain a 
mere chaos of confusion. It remains to consider the third 
branch of the knowledge of spiritual things, viz., the method 
of properly regulating the conduct. This is correctly termed 
the knowledge of the works of righteousness, a branch in 
which the human mind seems to have somewhat more dis¬ 
cernment than in the former two. When you hear of an 
universal judgment in man distinguishing between good and 
evil, you must not suppose that this judgment is, in every 
respect, sound and entire. If we would test our reason by 
the Divine I^aw, which is a perfect standard of righteousness, 
we should find how blind it is in many re.spccts. It ce rtainly 
attains not to the principles in the First Table, such as trust 
in God, the ascription to him of all praise in virtue and 
righteousness, the invocation of his name, and tlie true ob¬ 
servance of his day of rest. As to the precepts of the Second 
Table, there is considerably more knowledge of them, inas¬ 
much as they are more closely connected with the preserva¬ 
tion of civil society. Even here, however, there is something 
defective. The revenge of injuries is not regarded by philoso¬ 
phers as a vice. But the Lord, condemning this too lofty 
spirit, prescribes to his people that patience which mankind 
deem infamous. In regard to the general observance of the 
law, concupiscence altogether escapes our animadversion. 
For the natural man cannot bear to recognize diseases in his 
lusts. The light of nature is stifled sooner than take the first 
step into this profound abyss. We must repudiate the 
opinion of those who hold that all sins proceed from pre¬ 
conceived depravity and malice. We know too well from 
experience how often we fall, even when our intention is 
good. Our reason is exposed to so many forms of delusion, 
is liable to so many errors, stumbles on so many obstacles, is 
entangled by so many snares, that it is ever wandering from 
the right direction.** 

“ Ibid., Bk. II, chap, ii, pars. 18, 22, 24,25, 
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We must now examii^e the will^on which the q uestion of 
fr ccdp jn principally turns, thej>ower of choice belonging, to 
it rather than the intellect. The power of free will is not to 
be considered in any of those desires which proceed more 
from instinct than mental dehberation. If you attend to what 
this natural desire of good in man is, you will find that it is 
common to him with the brutes. They too desire what is 
good; and when any good capable of moving tlie sense ap¬ 
pears, they follow after it. Here, however, man docs not, in 
accordance with the excellence of his imn)ortal nature, ra¬ 
tionally choose and studiously pursue, what is truly for his 
good. He does not admit reason to his counsel, nor exert his 
intellect; but w'ithout reason, without counsel, follows the 
bent of his nature like the lower animals. The question of 
freedom, tlierefore, has nothing to do with the fact of man’s 
being led by natural instinct to desire good. The question is, 
Does man, after determining by right reason what is good, 
choose what he thus knows, and pursue what he thus 
chooses? The natural desire of happiness in man no more 
proves the freedom of the will, than the tendency in metals 
and stones to attain the perfection of their nature. When the 
will is enchained as the slave of .sin, it cannot make a move¬ 
ment towards goodness, far less steadily pursue it. Never¬ 
theless there remains a wall which both inclines and hastens 
on with the strongest affection towards sin; man, w'hen 
placed under tliis bondage, being deprived not of will, but of 
soundness of will. If the free will of God in doing good is not 
impeded, because he necessarily must do good; if the devil, 
who can do nothing but evil, nevertheless sins voluntarily; 
can it be said that man sins less voluntarily because he is un¬ 
der the necessity of sinning? Man, since he w^as corrupted by 
the fall, sms not forced or unwilling, but voluntarily, by a 
most forward bias of the mind; not by violent compulsion, or 
external force; but by the movement of his own passion; and 
yet such is the depravity of his nature, that he cannot move 
and act except in the direction of evil.® 

® Ibid., Bk. II, chap, ii, par. 26; Bk. II, chap, iii, par. 5. 
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The Functions of the Moral Law 

Let us take a succinct view of the office and use of the 
Moral Law. Now, this office and use seems to me to consist of 
three parts. First, by exhibiting tlie righteousness of God,—in 
other words, the righteousness which alone is acceptable to 
God,—it admonishes every one of his own unrighteousness, 
certiorates, convicts, and finally condemns him. This is nec¬ 
essary, in order that man who is blind and intoxicated with 
self-love, may be brought at once to know and to confess his 
weakness and impurity. lie who is schooled by the law, lays 
aside the arrogance which Formerly blinded him. In like 
manner he must be cured of pride, the other disease under 
which we have said that he labors. So long as he is permitted 
to appeal to his own judgment, he substitutes a hypocritical 
for a real righteousness. But after he is forced to weigh his 
conduct in the balance of the Law, renouncing all dependence 
on this fancied righteousness, he sees that he is at an infinite 
distance from holiness, and, on the other hand, that he teems 
with innumerable vices of which he formerly seemed free. As 
in a mirror we discover any stains upon our face, so in the 
Law we behold, first, our impotence; then, in consequence of 
it, our iniquity; and, finally, the ciuse, as the c'onsequence of 
both. But while the unrighteousness and condemnation of 
all are attested by the law it does not follow (if we make the 
proper use of it) that we are immediately to give up all hope 
and rush headlong on despair. The Apostle testifies that the 
law pronounces its sentence of condemnation in order “that 
every mouth may be stopped, and all the world become 
guilty before God.”’" In another place, however, the same 
Apostle declares that “God hath concluded them all in unbe¬ 
lief”; not that he might destroy all, or allow all to perish, 
but that “he might have mercy upon all”:” in other words, 
that divesting themselves of an absurd opinion of their own 
virtue they may perceive how they are wholly dependent on 
the hand of God; that feeling how naked and destitute they 

ifRom. 3:19. 

n Rom. 11:32. 



281 


JOHN CALVIN 

are, they may take refuge in his merey, rely upon it, and cover 
themselves up entirely with it; renouncing all righteousness 
and merit, and clinging to mercy alone, as offered in Christ, 
to all who long and look for it in true faith. 

The second office of the Law is, by means of its fearful de¬ 
nunciations and the consequent dicad" of^punlshment, to curb 
those who, unless forced, have no regard for rectitude and 
justice. Such persons are curbed, not because their mind is 
inwardly moved or aflfected, but because, as if were 

laid upon them, they refrain their hands from external acts, 
and internally c heck the depravity which would otherwise 
pctillantly burst forth. It is^ true, they arc not on this account 
either better or more righteous in the sight of God. Nev¬ 
ertheless, this forced and extorted righteousness is necess ary, 
for the good of society, its peace being secured by a provision 
but for which all things would be thrown into tumult and 
confusion. Nay, this tuition is not without its use, even to the 
children of God, who, previous to their effectual calling, be¬ 
ing destitute of the Spirit of holiness, freely indulge the lusts 
of the flesh. For where the Spirit of God rales not, the lusts 
sometimes so burst forth, as to tlu-catcn to drown the soul sub¬ 
jected to them in forgetfulness and contempt of God; and so 
they would, did not God interpose with this remedy. All who 
have remained for some time in ignorance of God will confess, 
as a result of their own experience, that the law had the effect 
of keeping them in some degree in the fear and reverence of 
God, till, being regenerated by his Spirit, they began to love 
him frqx»-thc heart. 

The thir<ffuse of the Law (being also the principal use and 
more closely connected with its proper end) has respect to be¬ 
lievers in whose hearts tlie Spirit of God already flourishes 
and reigns. For although the Law is written and engraven on 
their hearts by the finger of God, that is, although they are so 
influenced and actuated by the Spirit that they desire to obey 
God, there are two ways in which they still profit in the Law. 
For it is the best instrument for enabling them daily to learn 
w ith gr eater truth and certainty what that will of the Lord is 
which they aspire to follow, and to confirm thern in this' 
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IcMwlcd^je.- Then, because we need not doctrine merely, but 
exhortation also, the servant of God will derive this further 
advantage from the Law: by frequently meditating upon it, 
he will be excited to obedience, and confirmed in it, and so 
drawn away from the slippery paths of sin.^^* 

The Life of a Christian Man 

My intention in the plan of life, which I now propose to 
give, is not to extend it so far as to treat of each virtue spe¬ 
cially, and expatiate in exhortation. It will be sufficient to 
point out the method by whieh a pious man may be taught 
how to frame his life aright, and briefly lay down some uni¬ 
versal rule by wliich he ma\' not improperly regulate his con¬ 
duct. As philosophers have certain definitions of rectitude 
and honesty, from vhieh thc'y derive particular duties and 
the whole train of virtues: so in tin's respect Scripture is not 
without order, but presents a most beautiful arrangement, 
one too which is in every way much more certain than that of 
philosophers. The Scripture system of which we speak aims 
chiefly at two objects. The fornica* is, that the love of right¬ 
eousness to which we are b)^ no means naturally inclined, 
may be instilled and implanted into our minds. The latter is, 
to prescribe a rule which will prevent us while in the pursuit 
of righteousness from going astray. 

With what better foundation can it begin than by remind¬ 
ing us that we must he hojvj^ because “God is holy”?’** When 
mention is made of our union with God, let us remember that 
holiness must be the Ijond; not that by the merit of holiness 
we come into communion with him (we ought rather first to 
cleave to him, in order that, pervaded with his holiness, we 
may follow whither he calls), but because it greatly concerns 
his glory not to have any fellowship with wickedness and im¬ 
purity. If tlie Lord adopts us for his sons on the condition 
that our life be a representation of Christ, the bond of our 
adoption,—then, unless we dedicate and devote ourselves to 

12 Op, cit, Bk. II, chap, vii, pars. 6-12. 

13 Lev. 19:1; I Pet. 1:16. 
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righteousness, we not only, with the utmost perfidy, revolt 
from our Creator, but also abjure the Savior himself. Ever 
since God exhibited himself to us as a Father, we must be 
convicted of extreme ingratitude if we do not in turn exhibit 
ourselves as his sons. Ever since Christ purified us by the 
laver of his blood, and communicated this purification by 
baptism, it would ill become us to be defiled with new pollu¬ 
tion. Ever since he ingrafted us into his body, we, who are his 
mt‘ml)ers, should anxiously beware of contracting any stain or 
taint. Ever sinee he who is our head ascended to heaven, it is 
befitting in us to withdraw our affections from the earth, and 
with our whole soul aspire to heaven. Ever since the Holy 
Spirit dedicated us as temples to the Lord we should make it 
our endeavor to show forth th(; glory of God, and guard 
against being profaned by the defilement of sin. Ever since 
our soul and body were destined to heavenly incorruptibility 
and an unfading crown, we should earnestly strive to keep 
them pure against the day of the Lord. These, I say, are the 
surest foundations of a well-regulated life. Doetrine is not an 
affair of the tongue, but of the life; is not apprehended by the 
intellect and memory merely, like other branches of learning; 
but is received only when it possesses the w^hole soul, and 
finds its seat and habitation in the inmost recesses of the 
heart. To doctrine in which our religion is contained w^e have 
given the first place, since by it our salvation commences; 
but it must be transfused into the breast, and pass into the 
conduct, and so transform us into itself, as not to prove itself 
unfruitful.^^ 

Of Self-d enial, Although the Law^ of God contains a per- 
fe^ rule of conduct admirably arranged, it has seemed 
proper to our divine Master to train his people by a more ac¬ 
curate method, to the rule which is enjoined in the Law; and 
the leading principle in the method is, that it is the duty of 
believers to present their “bodies a living sacrifice, holy and 
acceptable unto God, which is their reasonable service.”^® 
The great point is, that we are consecrated and dedicated to 

Op. cit., Bk. Ill, chap, vi, pars. 1-4. 

lORom. 12:1. 
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God, and, therefore, should not henceforth think, speak, de¬ 
sign, or act, without a view to his glory. If we are not our 
owni, but the Lord’s, it is plain both what error is to be 
shunned, and to what end the actions of our lives ought to be 
directed. We are not our own; therefore, neither is our own 
reason or will to rule our acts and counsels. We are not our 
own; therefore, let us not make it our end to seek what may be 
agreeable to our carnal nature. We are not our own; there¬ 
fore, as far as possible, let us forget ourselves and the things 
that are ours. On the other hand, we are God’s; let us there¬ 
fore, live and die to him. We are God’s; therefore, let his wis¬ 
dom and will preside over all our actions. We are God’s; to 
him, then, as tlie only legitimate end, let every part of our life 
be directed. Let this, then, be the first step, to abandon our¬ 
selves, and devote the whole energy of our minds to the serv¬ 
ice of God. 

When the Scripture enjoins us to lay aside private regard 
to ourselves, it not only divests our minds of an excessive 
longing for w'calth, or power, or human favor, but eradicates 
all ambition and thirst for worldly glory, and other more se¬ 
cret pests. He who has leuiJied to look to God in everything 
he does, is at the same Ume diverted from all vain thoughts. 
This is that self-denial which Christ so strongly enforces on 
his disciples from the very outset. Self-denial has respect 
partly to men and partly (more e.spocially) to Go d. For when 
Scripture enjoins us, in rcg.^r3 to burTcIlow men, to prefer 
them in honor to ourselves, and sincerely labor to promote 
their adyantage he gives us commands which our mind is ut¬ 
terly^ incapable pf obeying imtil its natural feelings are sup¬ 
pressed. For so blindly do we all rush in the direction of self- 
love, that every one thinks he has a good reason for exalting 
himself and despising all others in comparison. If God has be¬ 
stowed on us something not to be repented of, trusting to it, 
we immediately become elated, and not only swell, but al¬ 
most burst with pride. The vices with which wc abound we 
both carefully conceal from others, and flatteringly represent 
to ourselves as minute and trivial, nay, sometimes hug them 
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as virtues. When the same qualities which we admire in our¬ 
selves are seen in others, even though they should be superior, 
we, in order that we may not be forced to yield to them, mali¬ 
ciously lower and carp at them; in like manner, in the case of 
vices, not contented with severe and keen animadversion, we 
studiously exaggerate them. Hence the insolence with which 
each, as if exempted from the common lot, seeks to exalt him¬ 
self above his neighbor, confidently and proudly despising 
others, or at least looking down upon them as his inferiors. 
For this there is no other remedy than to pluck up by the 
roots those most noxious pests, self-love and love of victory. 
This the doctrine of Scripture does. For it teaches us to re¬ 
member, that the endowments which God has bestowed upon 
us are not our owm, but his free gifts, and that those who 
plume themselves upon them betray their ingratitude. Then 
by a diligent examination of our faults let us keep ourselves 
humble. Thus while nothing will remain to swell our pride, 
there will be much to subdue it. Again, we are enjoined, 
whenever we behold the gifts of God in others, so to rever¬ 
ence and respect the gifts, as also to honor those in whom 
they reside. God having been pleased to bestow honor upon 
them, it would ill become us to deprive them of it. 

How difficult it is to perform the duty of seeking the good 
of our neighborl Unless you leave off all thought of yourself, 
and in a manner cease to be yourself, you will never accom¬ 
plish it. How can you exhibit those works of charity which 
Paul describes unless you renounce yourself, and become 
wholly devoted to others? ^rigture, t o cond uct us to this, 
reminds us that whatever we obtain frorn the Lord is granted 
onTlie cdridition of our employing it for the common good of 
the Church, and that, therefore, the legitimate use of all our 
gifts is a kind and liberal commimication of them witli others. 
Whatever the pious man can do, he is bound to do for his 
brethren, not consulting his own interest in any other way 
than by striving earnestly for the common edification of the 
Church. Let this, then, be our method of showing good will 
and kindness, considering that, in regard to everything that 
God has bestowed upon us, and by which we can aid our 
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neighbor, we arc his stewards, and arc bound to give an ac¬ 
count of our stewardship; moreover, that the only right mode 
of administration is that which is regulated by love. In this 
way, we shall not only unite the study of our neighbor s ad¬ 
vantage with a regard to our own, but make the latter sub¬ 
ordinate to the former. 

The Lord enjoins us to do good to all without exception, 
though the greater part, if estimated by their own merit, are 
most unworthy of it. But Scripture subjoins a most excellent 
reason, when it tells us that we are not to look to what men in 
themselves deserve, but to attend to the image of God, which 
exists in all, and to which we owe all honor and lov^e. Who¬ 
ever be the man that is presented to you as needing your as¬ 
sistance, you have no ground for declining to give it to him. 
Say he is a stranger. The Lord has given him a mark which 
ought to be familiar to you. Say he is mean and of Jio consid¬ 
eration. The Lord points him out as one wdioin he has dis¬ 
tinguished by the lustre of his owm image. If he not only 
merits no good, but has provoked you by ignorance and mis¬ 
chief, still this is no TOod reason why vou should not embrace 
him in love, and visit him with offices of love. He has de¬ 
served verv differentlv from me, vou will say. But w^hat has 
the L.ord deserved? In this way only w^e attain to what is not 
to say difficult, but altogether against nature, to love those 
that hate us, render good for evil, and blessing for cursing, re¬ 
membering that we arc not to reflect on the wickedness of 
men, but look to the image of God in them.’^ 

Of Bearing the Cross: One Branch of Self-denial The pious 
mind must ascend still higher, namely whither Christ calls his 
disciples, when he says, that every one of them must “take up 
his cross.” Those whom the Lord has chosen and honored with 
his intercourse must prepare for a hard, laborious, troubled 
life, a life full of many and various kinds of evils; it being the 
will of our heavenly Father to exercise his people in this way 
while putting them to the proof. Having begun this course 
with Ghrist the first-born, he continues it towards all his chil¬ 
dren. For though that Son was dear to him above all others, 
Op. cit., Bk. Ill, chap, vii, pars. 1-2, 4-6. 
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yet we see that far from being treated gently or indulgently, 
we may say, that not only was he subjected to a perpetual 
cross while he dwelt on earth, hut his whole life was nothing 
else than a kind of perpetual cross. Hence it affords us great 
c'on.solation in hard and difficult circumstances, which men 
deem evil and adverse, to think that we are holding fellow¬ 
ship with the sufferings of Christ; that as he passed to celestial 
glory through a labyrinth of many woes, so we too are con¬ 
ducted thither through various tribulations. 

We may add, that the only thing which made it necessary 
for our Lord to undertake to bear the cross, was to testify and 
prove his obedience to the Father; whereas there are many 
reasons which make it necessary for us to live constantly un¬ 
der the cross. Feeble as we are by nature, and prone to as¬ 
cribe all perfection to our flesh, unless we receive as it were 
ocular demonstration of our weakness, we readily estimate 
our virtue alxive its proper worth, and doubt not that what¬ 
ever happens, it will stand unimpaired and invincible against 
all difficulties. Hence we indulge in stupid and empty confi¬ 
dence in the fle.sh, and then trusting to it wax proud against 
the Lord himself; as if our own faculties were sufficient with¬ 
out his grace. Therefore he visits us with disgrace, or poverty, 
or bt'reavcment, or disease, or other afflictions. Feeling alto¬ 
gether unable to support them, we forthwith, in so far as 
regards ourselves, give way, and thus humbled learn to invoke 
his strength, which alone can enable us to bear up under a 
weight of afflictions. Another end which the Lord has in af¬ 
flicting his people is to try their patience, and train them in 
obedience. 

There is singular amsolation when we are persecuted for 
righteousness’ sake. For our thought should then be. How 
high the honor which God bestows upon us in distinguishing 
us by the special badge of his soldiers. By suffering persecu¬ 
tion for righteousness’ sake, I mean not only striving for the 
defence of the Gospel, but for the defence of righteousness in 
any way. Whether, therefore, in maintaining the truth of God 
against the lies of Satan, or defending the good and innocent 
against the injuries of the bad, we are obliged to incur the of- 
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fence and hatred of the world, so as to endanger life, fortune, 
or honor, let us not grieve or decline so far to spend ourselves 
for God; let us not think ourselves wretched in those things in 
which he with his own lips has pronounced us blessed.’* 

Of Meditating on the Future Life. Whatever be the kind 
of tribulation with which we are afflicted, we should always 
consider the end of it to be, that we may be trained to despise 
the present, and thereby stimulated to aspire to tlie future 
life. We duly profit b\' the discipline of the cross, when we 
learn that this life, estimated in itself, is restless, troubled, in 
numberless ways wretched, and plainly in no respect happy; 
that what arc estimated its blessings are uncertain, fleeting, 
vain, and vitiated by a great admixture of evil. From this we 
conclude, that all that ^^ c have to seek or hope for here is con¬ 
test; that when wc think of the crown we must raise our eyes 
to heaven. For we must hold, that our mind never rises seri¬ 
ously to desire and aspire after the future, until it has learned 
to despise the present life. Still the contempt which believers 
should train themselves to feel for the present life, must not 
be of a kind to beget hatred of it or ingratitude to God. This 
life, though abounding in all kinds of wretchedness, is justly 
classed among divine blessings which are not to be despised. 
Before openly exhibiting the Inheritance of eternal glory, God 
is pleased to manifest himself to us as a Father by minor 
proofs, viz., the blessings which he daily bestows upon us. 
Therefore, while this life serves to acquaint us with the good¬ 
ness of God, shall we disdain it as if it did not contain one 
particle of good? And there is a much higher reason when we 
reflect that here we are in a manner prepared for the glory of 
the heavenly kingdom. For the Lord hath ordained, that 
those who are ultimately to be crowned in heaven must 
maintain a previous warfare on the earth, that they may not 
triumph before they have overcome the difficulties of war, 
and obtained the victory. Another reason is that we here be¬ 
gin to experience in various ways a foretaste of the divine 
benignity, in order that our hope and desire may be whetted 
for its full manifestation. 

Ibid,, Bk. Ill, chap, viii, pars. 1, 2, 4, 7. 
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When the earthly is compared with the heavenly life, it 
may undoubtedly be despised and trampled under foot. We 
ought never, indeed, to regard it with hatred, except in so far 
as it keeps us subject to sin; and even this hatred ought not to 
be directed against life itself. At all events, we must stand so 
aflFected toward it in weariness or hatred as, while longing for 
its termination, to be ready at the Lord’s will to continue in it, 
keeping far from everything like murmuring or impatience. 
For it is as if the Lord had assigned us a post, which we must 
maintain till he recalls us.’” 

How to Use the Present Life. If we arc to live, we must 
use the necessary supports of life; nor can we even shun those 
things which seem more subservient to dehght than to neces¬ 
sity. We must therefore observe a mean, that we may use 
them with a pure conscience, whether for necessity or for 
pleasure. Let this be our principle, that we err not in the use 
of the gifts of Providence when we refer them to the end for 
which their author made and destined them, since he created 
them for our good and not for our destruction. Now then, if 
we consider for what end he created food, wc shall find that he 
consulted not only for our necessity, but also for our enjoy¬ 
ment and delight. The natural qualities of things themselves 
demonstrate to what end, how far, they may be lawfully en¬ 
joyed. Has the Lord adorned flowers with all the beauty 
which spontaneously presents itself to the eye, and the sweet 
odor which delights the sense of smell, and shall it be unlaw¬ 
ful for us to enjoy that beauty and this odor? Has he not 
given many things a value without having any necessary use? 
Have done, then, with that inhuman philosophy which, in 
allowing no use of the creatures but for necessity, not only 
maliciously deprives us of the lawful fruit of the divine benefi¬ 
cence, but cannot be realised without depriving man of all his 
senses, and reducing him to a block. But, on the other hand, 
let us with no less care guard again.st the lusts of the flesh, 
which, if not kept in order, break through all bounds. There is 
no surer or quicker way of accomplishing this than by despis¬ 
ing the present life and aspiring to celestial immortality. He 
Ibid., Bk. Ill, chap, ix, pars. 1, 3,4. 
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who makes it his rule to use this world as if he used it not, 
not only cuts off all gluttony in regard to meat and drink, and 
all effeminacy, ambition, pride and excessive show, and aus¬ 
terity, in regard to his table, his house, and his clothes, but re¬ 
moves every care and affection which might withdraw or hin¬ 
der him from aspiring to the heavenly life, and cultivating the 
interest of his soul. Therefore, while the liberty of the Cffiris- 
tian in external matters is not to be tied down to a strict rule, 
it is, however, subject to this law—he must indulge as little as 
possible; on the other hand, it must be his constant aim not 
only to curb luxury, but to cut off all show of superfluous 
abundance, and carcfull)^ beware of converting a help into a 
hindrance. 

The last thing to be observed is, that the Lord enjoins ev¬ 
ery one of us, in all the actions of life, to have respect to our 
own calling. He knows the boiling restlessness of tlie human 
mind, the fickleness with which it is borne hither and thither, 
its eagerness to hold opposites at one in its grasp, its ambi¬ 
tion. Therefore, lest all things should be thrown into confu¬ 
sion by our folly and rashness, he has assigned distinct duties 
to each in the different modes of life. And that no one may 
presume to overstep his proper limits, he has distinguished the 
different modes of life by the name of callings. Every man’s 
mode of life, therefore, is a kind of station assigned him by 
the Lord, that he may not be always driven about at random. 
He only who directs his life to this end will have it properly 
framed; because free from the impulse of rashness, he will not 
attempt more than his calling justifies, knowing that it is un¬ 
lawful to overleap the prescribed bounds. He w^ho is obscure 
will not decline to cultivate a private life, that he may not de¬ 
sert the post at w^hich God has placed him. The magistrate 
will more willingly perform his office, and the father of a fam¬ 
ily confine himself to his proper sphere. Every one in his par¬ 
ticular mode of life will, without repining, suffer its inconven¬ 
iences, cares, uneasiness, and anxiety; persuaded that God 
has laid on the burden. This, too, will afford admirable con¬ 
solation, that in following your proper calling, no work will be 
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so mean and sordid as not to have a splendor and value in the 
eye of God.’® 


Of Civil Government 

Let us observe that in man government is two-fold: the 
one spiritual, by which the conscience is trained to piety and 
divine worsliip; the other civil, by which the individual is in¬ 
structed in those duties which, as men and citizens, we are 
bound to perform. The former has its seat within the soul; the 
latter only regulates the external conduct. By attending to 
this distinction, we will not erroneously transfer the doctrine 
of the gospel concerning spiritual liberty to civil order, as if in 
regard to external government Christians were less subject to 
human laws, because their consciences are unbound before 
God, as if they were exempted from all carnal service, be¬ 
cause in regard to the spirit they are free.®" 

He who knows to distinguish between the body and the 
soul, between the present fleeting life and that which is fu¬ 
ture and eternal, will have no difficulty in understanding that 
the spiritual kingdom of Christ and civil government are 
things very widely separated. The former, in some measure, 
begins the heavenly kingdom in us, even now upon earth, and 
in this mortal and evanescent life commences immortal and 
incorruptible blessedness, while to the latter it is assigned, so 
long as we live among men, to foster and maintain the exter¬ 
nal worship of God, to defend .sound doctrine and the condi¬ 
tion of the Church, to adapt our conduct to human society, to 
form our manners to civil justice, to conciliate us to each 
other, to cherish common peace and tranquillity. All these I 
confess to be superfluous, if the kingdom of God, as it now 
exists within us, extinguishes the present life. But if it is the 
will of God that while we aspire to true piety we are pil¬ 
grims upon the earth, and if such pilgrimage stands in need of 
such aids, those who take them away from man rob him of his 
humanity. 

Ibid.^ Bk. Ill, chap, x, pars. 1-4, 6. 

20 Ibid., Bk. Ill, chap, xix, par. 15. 
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The reader, by the help of a perspicuous arrangement, will 
better understand what view is to be taken of the whole or¬ 
der of civil government, if we treat of each of its parts sepa¬ 
rately. Now these are three: The Magistrate, who is president 
and guardian of the laws; the Laws, according to which he 
governs; and the People, who are governed by the laws and 
obey the magistrate.®^ 

With regard to the function of magistrates the Lord has 
not only declared that he is approved and is pleased with it, 
but, moreover, has strongly recommended it to us by the very 
honorable titles which he has conferred upon it. When those 
who bear the office of magistrates are called gods, let no one 
suppose that there is little weight in that appellation. It is 
tliereby intimated that they have a commission from God, 
that Uiey are invested with divine authority, and, in fact, rep¬ 
resent the person of God, as whose substitutes they in a man¬ 
ner act. Wherefore no man can doubt that civil authority is, 
in the sight of God, not only sacred and lawful, but the most 
sacred, and by far the most honorable, of all stations in mortal 
life. This consideration ought to be constantly present to the 
minds of magistrates, since it is fitted to furnish a strong 
stimulus to the discharge of duty, and also afford singular 
consolation, smoothing the difficulties of their office, which 
are certainly numerous and weighty. What zeal for integrity, 
prudence, meekness, continence, and inT)Ocence, ought to 
sway those who know that they have been appointed minis¬ 
ters of the divine justice! If they remember that they are the 
vicegerents of God, it behooves them to watch with all care, 
diligence and industry, that they may in themselves exhibit a 
kind of image of the Divine Providence, guardianship, good¬ 
ness, benevolence, and justice. And let them constantly keep 
the additional thought in view, that if a curse is pronounced 
on him that “doeth the work of the Lord deceitfully,” a much 
heavier curse must lie on him who deals deceitfully in a 
righteous calling. 

Though among magisterial offices themselves there are 
different forms, there is no difference in this respect, that all 
21 Ihid., Bk. IV, chap, xx, pars. 1-3. 
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are to be received by us as ordinances of God. When [the] 
three forms of government, of which philosophers treat, are 
considered in themselves, I, for my part, am far from deny¬ 
ing that the form which greatly surpasses the others is 
aristocracy, either pure or modified by popular government, 
not indeed in itself, but because it very rarely happens that 
kings so rule themselves as never to dissent from what is just 
and right, or are possessed of so much acuteness and pru¬ 
dence as always to sec correctly. Ovdng, therefore, to the 
vices or defects of men, it is safer and more tolerable when 
several bear rule, that they may thus mutually assist, instruct 
and admonish each other, and should any one be disposed to 
go too far, the others are censors and masters to curb his ex¬ 
cess. And as I willingly admit tliat there is no kind of govern¬ 
ment happier than where liberty is framed with becoming 
moderation, and duly constituted so as to be durable, so I 
deem those very happy who are permitted to enjoy that form, 
and I admit that they do nothing at variance with their duty 
when tliey strenuously and constantly labor to preserve and 
maintain it. But .should those to whom the Lord has as¬ 
signed one form of government, take it upon them anxiously 
to long for a change, the wish would not only be foolish and 
superfluous, but very pernicious. For if it has pleased him to 
appoint kings over kingdoms, and senates or burgomasters 
over free states, whatever be the form which he has ap¬ 
pointed in the places in which we live, our duty is to obey 
and submit.^® 

In states, the thing next in importance to the magistrates 
is the laws, the strongest sinews of government. There are 
some who deny that any commonwealth is rightly framed 
which neglects the law of Moses and is ruled by the common 
law of nations. How perilous and seditious these views are, 
let otliers see; for me it is enough to demonstrate that they are 
stupid and false. We must attend to the well-known division 
which distributes the whole law of God, as promulgated by 
Moses, into the moral, the ceremonial and die judicial law. 
The moral law, being contained under two heads, the one of 
22 Ibid., Bk. IV, chap, xx, pars. 4-8. 
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which simply enjoins us to worship God with true faith and 
piety, the other to embrace men with sincere affection, is the 
true and eternal rule of righteousness prescribed to the men 
of all nations, wdio would frame their lives agreeably to the 
will of God. As ceremonies might be abrogated without at all 
interfering with piety, so also when these judicial arrange¬ 
ments are removed, the duties and precepts of charitv can still 
remain perpetual. But if it is true that each nation has been 
left at liberty to enact the laws W'hich it judges to be beneficial, 
still these are always to be tested by the rule of charity, so 
that while they vary in fomi, they must preceded on the same 
principle. Equity, as it is natural, cannot but be the same in 
all, and therefore ought to be proposed by all law s. Now^ as it 
is evident that the law of God wdiich w^e call moral, is nothing 
else than the testimony of natural law, and of that conscience 
W'hich God has engraven on the minds of men, the wdiole of 
this equity is prescribed in it. Hence it alone ought to bo the 
aim, the rule and the end of all law^s.""* 

The first duty of subjects towards their rulers, is to enter¬ 
tain the most honorable view^s of their office, recognising it as 
a delegated jurisdiction from God, and on that account re¬ 
ceiving and reverencing them as ministers and ambassadors 
of God. I speak not of the men, as if the mask of dignity could 
cloak folly, or cowardice, or cruelty, or wucked and flagitious 
manners; but I say that the station itself is deserving of lionor 
and reverence, and that those who rule should, in respect of 
their office, be held by us in esteem and veneration. From 
this, a second consequence is, that we must with ready minds 
prove our obedience to them, whether in complying with 
edicts, or in paying tribute, or in undertaking public offices 
and burdens which relate to the common defence, or in ex¬ 
ecuting any other orders. Under this obedience, I compre¬ 
hend the restraint which private men ought to impose on 
themselves in public, not interfering with public business, or 
rashly encroaching on the province of the magistrate, or at¬ 
tempting any thing at all of a public nature. If it is proper 
that any thing in a public ordinance be corrected, let them 
23 Ibid., Bk. rV, chap, xx, pars. 14,18. 
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not act tumultuously, or put their hands to a work where 
they ought to feel that their hands are tied. My meaning 
is, let them not dare to do it without being ordered. For 
when the command of the magistrate is given, they too are 
iiivt^sted with public authority. 

If we have respect to the word of God, it will lead us far¬ 
ther, and make us subject not only to the authority of those 
princes who honestly and faithfully perform their dutv to¬ 
ward us, but all princes, by whatever means they have 
become so, although there is nothing they less pcM'fonn than 
the duty of princes. For although the Lord declares that a 
ruler to maintain our safetv is the liighest gift of his 1)enefi-^ 
cc'uee, and pr(\scribes to rulers themsebes tlieir proper 
sphere, he at the same time declares, that of whatever 
description they mav be, they derive their power from none 
but him. Those, indeed, who rule for the public good, are 
true examples and specimens of his beneficence, while those 
who domineer unjustly and tyrannically arc raised up by him 
to punish the people for their iniquity. Still all alike possess 
that sacred majesty with which he has invested lawful power. 
Wh('refore, if we are cruelly tonnented by a savage, if we 
are rapaciously pillaged by an avaricious or luxurious, if we 
are neglected by a sluggish, if, in .short, we are persecuted for 
righteousness’ sake by an impious and sacrilegious prince, 
let us first call up the remembrance of our faults, which 
doubtless the Lord is chastising by such scourges. And let 
us reflect that it belongs not to us to cure these evils, that all 
that remains for us is to implore the help of the Lord, in 
whose hands are the hearts of kings, and inclinations of 
kingdoms. Before his face shall fall and be criLshed all kings 
and judges of the earth, who have not kissed his anointed, 
who have enacted unjust laws to oppress the poor in judg¬ 
ment, and do violence to the cause of the humble, to make 
widows a prey, and plunder the fatherless. At one time he 
raises up manifest avengers from his own servants, and gives 
them his command to punish accursed tyranny, and deliver 
his people from calamity when they are unjustly oppressed; 
at another time he employs, for this purpose, the fury of men 
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who have other thoughts and other aims. But whatever may 
be thought of the acts of the men themselves, the Lord by 
their means equally executed his owm work, when he broke 
tlie bloody sceptres of insolent kings, and overthrew their 
intolerable dominations. Let princes hear and be afraid; but 
let us at the same time guard most carefully against spurning 
or violating the venerable and majestic authority of rulers. 
Although the Lord takes vengeance on unbridled domina¬ 
tion, let us not therefore suppose that that vengeance is com¬ 
mitted to us, to u'hom no command has been giv'cn but to 
obey and sufiFer. I speak only of private men. For when 
popular magistrates have been appointed to curb the tyranny 
of kings (as the Ephori, who were opposed to kings among 
the Spartans, or Tribunes of the people to consuls among 
the Romans, or Dcmarchs to the senate among the Athenians; 
and perhaps there is something similar to this in the power 
exercised in each kingdom by the three orders, when they 
hold their primary diets); so far am I from forbidding these 
officially to check the undue license of kings, that if they con¬ 
nive at kings when they tyrannize and insult over the 
humbler of the people, I affirm that their dissimulation is not 
free from nefarious perfidy, because they fraudulently betray 
the liberty of the people, while knowing that, by the ordi¬ 
nance of God, they are its appointed guardians. 

But in that obedience which we hold to be due to the com¬ 
mands of rulers, we must always make the exception, nay, 
must be particularly careful that it is not incompatible with 
obedience to Him to whose will the wishes of all fangs should 
be subject, to whose majesty their sceptres must bow. We 
are subject to the men who rule over us, but subject only in 
the Lord. If they command anything against Him, let us not 
pay the least regard to it. That our courage may not fail, Paul 
stimulates us by the additional consideration, that we were 
redeemed by Christ at the great price which our redemption 
cost him, in order that we might not yield a .slavish obedience 
to the depraved wishes of men, far less do homage to their 
impiety.®^ 

24 Ibid., Bk. IV, chap, xx, pars. 22-25, 29-32. 
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chapter 10 


ETHICS OF PURITANISM AND 
QUAKERISM 

The impulse of the Reformation, as it moved into Eng¬ 
land in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, 
produced there as profound a moral revolution as on the 
Continent. The term "Puritan” can be take in its narrower 
sense to refer to those ofTj^rticular ecclesiastical party, the 
Presbyterians, who attemp^ted to reform, on Biblical and 
Calvinistic lines, th e org anization of church life in England 
and the relationship of churc^BTaiid*slate” ah attempt in which 
they were for the most part opposed by the Anglicans. 
"Puritan’’ can also be taken in its broader sense to refer to a 
whole reformation of life and manners which permeated 
English culture and cut across all party lines, ecclesiastical 
and political. In this larger sense, Puritanism as an ethic is 
characteristic of many influential figures such as Oliver 
Cromwell, John Milton, Jeremy Taylor, the Anglican divine, 
and John Bunyan, a Baptist tinker, whose Pilgrims Progress 
is one of the classics of Puritan literature. There were, to 
be sure, various ethical shadings within Puritanism and dis¬ 
tinctive teachings which mark off some sectarian groups such 
as the Quakers from the others. But in seventeenth-century 
England there is a prevailing unanimity of belief about the 
meaning of the Christian life that is far more marked than 
the internal differences. 

As with so many eras of moral revolution in Christian 
history, Puritanism s ethical seriousness can best be under¬ 
stood in terms of its renewed theological conviction. Its 
theory of the Christian life derives its peculiar power from 
the intensity of its faith about the nature of God and his re- 
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lation to inan. By and large, its doctrinal starting point is 
that of Calvin: the complete and absolute sovereignty of God 
over all of life. God is conceived not merely as an abstract 
Principle (or “notionally” as the Puritan put it), such as 
Aristotclian-Thomistic thought might arrive at as the con¬ 
clusion of a sequence of logic. Fqr the Purita n. God i** ^ 
living, active, dynamic Will, “High and Holy and Lifted up,” 
whose omnipotent purpose is ever discernible in nature and 
tlie affairs of men. Nothjng happens l:)ut by his decree. The 
V. hole scheme of creation is infused with his power. He fore¬ 
knows and foreordains all things, even to a man’s final 
destination. 

“By the decree of God, for the manifestation of his glory, 
some men and angels are predestinated unto everlasting life, 
and others foreordained to everlasting death.”’ Out of the 
state of sin into which Adam had dragged all men in the Fall, 
men are powerless to lift themselves. Only by a Divine act of 
grace, given on the basis of no merit of man’s works, are 
some to be elected to the state of grace in this life and 
of glory in the next. To one whose logic is based on the as¬ 
sumption that reward should be merited only by effort and 
work, this doctrine of election would seem to undercut all 
moral vitality, since one’s ultimate fate, so completely fore¬ 
ordained, would remain unaffected by whatever moral excel¬ 
lence one achieved in this world. Yet the psychology of 
human motivation in Calvinism runs counter to this logic. 
The Puritan’s moral rc.sponse to this theological doctrine is 
just the opposite from a fatalistic folding of the hands. The 
doctrine of election heightens rather than weakens the sense 
of moral responsibility. Good works are not the strategies for 
entrance to heaven; they are the fruit, the result of God’s 
prior, unmerited grace, and a possible “sign” of election. 
Moreover, since no one knows who is elected and who is 
damned, no one can count himself assuredly saved. It be¬ 
hooves him then to pass his precarious days in this world 
neither in complacency nor despair, but with earnestness of 
moral resolve. 

^ I'he Westminster Confession, III. 
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A Godly, Righteous, and Sober Life 

In the Westminster Catechism, memorized and repeated 
by generations of Puritan children, the essence of Puritan 
ethics is stated thus: 

Question 1: What is the cliief end of man? 

Answer: Man s chief end is to glorify God, and enjoy Him 
forever. 

Question 39: Wiat is die duty which God requires of man? 

Answer: The duty which God r(‘quires of man is obedience 
to His revealed will. 

To glorify God and to obey his revealed will, tliese tradi¬ 
tional Christian imperatives are construed by the Puritan to 
mean certain specific qualities of dealing with one's self and 
ones neighbor, qualities perhaps best summarized in the 
phrase from the Book of Common Prayer: "‘a godly, right¬ 
eous, and sober life.” 

The hero of the Puritan age is the “godly” man, as in the 
twentieth century of science and technology the hero is the 
efficient man or the scientist. To be godly means to be “God- 
ruled” in all the minutiae of daily living. The godly man 
lives under the eye of the ever-present Lord of Life, unto 
whom, he believes, all hearts arc open and all desires known. 
The godly man takes as the standard of his life the absolute 
perfection of God. In the making of his daily decisions, the 
Puritan docs not use the criteria of what will “work,” or 
what the public will approve, or what will give him or others 
pleasure, or what will suit his own inclinations for comfort 
and convenience. Such criteria as these are like as not the 
subtle wiles of the devil. Rather, the yardstick of the godly 
man s decision is simply what God would have him do. 

God commands absolute righteousness. A godly life means 
a righteous life, since the God of the Bible is not served by 
the beauties of outward ritual, by the penances of Romanism, 
or by the commonplaces of church-going. His sovereignty 
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demands a straight moral rectitude which battles every 
moment against the subtle champions of the devil, the fair 
vanities of the world, and the pleasant demands of the flesh. 
In defining righteousness, the Puritan adds nothing new to 
Christian moral theory. For him it means the old ideas of 
even-handed justice and open-handed honor; a conformity of 
outer with inner self, of deed with word, of means with ends 
—the rendering of what is due by the law of love to all of 
one’s neighbors. The perfection of righteousness is the per¬ 
fection of a tender and scrupulous conscience. This is the 
root of the Puritan’s reputation, accorded him by all his¬ 
torians, even those unfavorable to him on other counts—a 
reputation for honor and integrity. 

How may one acquire a scrupulous conscience? Chiefly 
by the discipline of constant self-e xamin ation. In the Puri¬ 
tan’s schedule, time is always set aside for meditation and 
prayer, the reading of the Bible, the study of printed ser¬ 
mons and “guides to godliness,” the best-sellers of the period. 
The diaries and journals commonly kept by Puritans con¬ 
tain few references to the external happenings of the day; 
they record chiefly and at length the struggles of the Puritan 
with himself and with his God. Curiously, this is rarely of 
the quality of morbid introspection. It is rather the careful 
measurement of the soul, in its successes and failures, by 
the objective standard of God’s law as revealed in the Bible, 
the requirements of the catechism, and the sermons of the 
pastor. By the strict keeping of the moral ledgers of his 
career, the Puritan prepares against the Great Day when he 
M'ill appear before the throne of God to render an account 
of his stewardship of his days in the world. 

Such a stress on strict righteousness may easily lead to 
the moral pride of the self-righteous and a self-c'onscious 
preening in virtue. Tliis is the popular stereotype of the 
Puritan’s manner, but for the most part it is a caricature. In 
his Calvinistic doctrine heavy emphasis on sin keeps godli¬ 
ness from becoming “God-almightiness” and righteousness 
from self-righteousness. The Bible informs him unequivo¬ 
cally that all men, even those saved by grace, sin and fall 
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short of the glory of God. In this life no man can be perfect, 
nor finally triumphant over the lusts of the flesh and the 
lures of the world. To be sure, the Puritan desires to be 
of the spiritual aristocracy, but his glance of moral compari¬ 
son is not downward to those whom he surpasses in godliness 
but upward to the One whose good far transcends his owm. 

The third characteristic of Puritan life is its ^obriety. 
It is this feature by which it is often remembered in subse¬ 
quent history and most often misrepresented. Many modern 
estimates misconstrue the sobriety of Puritanism to be 
gloominess or dourness. But by a “sober” life the Puritan 
does not mean a life devoid orTau^itSr and delight. “Felic¬ 
ity*^ is a word common in Puritan writing, and it is of the 
chief end of man, according to the catechism, to enjoy God 
forever. When the Puritan calls on men to be sober, he is 
simply reminding them that this life is a swift and solemn 
trust, an arena of crucial decision wherein the high values of 
the religious life arc in comp('tition with the cheap and easy 
values of the world’s pleasures. Anyone who fritters away 
his days in frivolous pastimes not only misses the height of 
life’s meaning but commits a grievous sin against his own 
nature and God’s will. liifc should not be wasted by treating 
its superficial enjoyments as its core. 

The Puritan feels the solemn import of every moment be¬ 
cause he firmly believes in the reality of Heaven and Hell. 
These for him are God’s ultimate sanctions for his moral law. 
The fear of Hell and the hope of Heaven are not, it should be 
noted, the ultimate motivations of his moral action. The true 
Calvinist serves God for God’s own glory, even if he him¬ 
self should be damned. Yet the presence of these sanctions 
confirms his knowledge that God intends his moral law to be 
taken seriously. If God be finally sovereign, if moral choice 
be a really serious affair, there must be an ultimate reckon¬ 
ing. This reckoning the Puritans spell out in detailed pictures 
of the “saints’ everlasting rest” contrasted with the sizzling 
tortures of Hell. One misses the point of Puritan thought, 
however, if one concentrates attention on the vivid pictures 
of Heaven and Hell as empirical places of space and time. 
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Through these fancies, as intense as they are naive, the Puri¬ 
tan expresses the insight of historic Christian thought, 
namely, that the final measurement of a man’s life can be 
fairly made not by the world but by a God transcendent of 
the world, who never judges by appearances. The world’s 
assignments of rewards and punishments are too fickle and 
too unjust to be accepted as the last word of God. Only 
beyond this world can God’s judgment be finally vindicated. 

This is not to say, of course, that God does not in part 
punish and reward during earthly life. The Puritan does not 
reserve Heaven and Hell completely for the after-life. There 
is a quality of heavenly ble.ssedness that is known by the 
saints and an agony of remorse known bv sinners, even here 
and now. A man’s conscience is a kind of “private judgement 
day before the publicke day of Judgement.” An approving 
conscience is a foretaste of lleaven. An accusing conscience 
is a “hell-worm,” which “shooteth like a stitch in a man’s 
.side.” 

To lea d a s ober life, one must turn away from the pursuits 
of the world’s enjoyments. Worldliness is tbe chief enemy of 
godluiess in Puritan morality. Its attitude toward the world 
appears at first sight to be strangely inconsistent. On the 
one hand, Puritan preachers never tire of reminding their 
listeners that this world is “vile,” a vale of tears, to which the 
Christian must die if he be loyal to his other-worldly citizen¬ 
ship. On the other hand, the Puritan attacks the monastic 
principle of the renunciation of the world. The Christian is 
to live not in the monastery but in the market place, re¬ 
ceiving gratefully the goods of God’s creation as they come 
to him both through nature and through the social structures 
of family, business, and government. 'Through all these may 
come the occasions for righteousness. 

In the main, the apparent contradiction here is reconciled, 
as with Calvin, in the theory of stewardship: the responsible 
and restrained use of the world’s things for the glory of God 
and the good of the neighbor. It is quite in accord with Pirri- 
tan thought to seek, in moderation, the necessities of food 
and shelter, to labor honestly for an income, to raise a family. 




304 


CHRISTIAN ETHICS 


to participate in scientific, political, and economic enter¬ 
prises, and indeed to take part with relish in all proper recre¬ 
ations. But all these pursuits arc to be held under the stem 
rule of simplicity and restraint and as subservient to God’s 
service. It is not the world that is evil in itself, but worldli¬ 
ness, that is, attachment to the world’s values as of final 
worth. The senses are not evil; what is abhorrent is sensual¬ 
ism, the worship of the delights of the senses as though they 
were the source and sustenance of life’s meaning. Increase 
Mather writes in a typically Puritan vein: “Drink is in itself a 
good creature of God, and to be received with thankfulness, 
but the abuse of drink is from Satan; the wine is from God, 
but the dmnkard is from the Devil.”" The balanced and 
sensitwe moderation in the Puritan’s attitude toward the 
world creates a tension in decision not known by the monk 
who renounces the world for God or by the worldling who 
renounces God for temporal delights. But the Puritan feels 
that to live in this tension is God’s commission for those 
of his children who would make godliness the aim of their 
lives. 


Vocation and Economic Ethics 

One especial feature of Puritan ethics is its concentration 
on the doctrine of vocation. It takes Luther’s twin doctrines 
of “the priesthood of all believers” and Beruf ( calling), and 
works them into the fabric of the common life of the day’s 
work. Each man has a role to fulfill in God’s planned 
economy. Be he artisan, farmer, tradesman, or teacher, the 
requirements of the religious life are equally imperative. 
Every “honest calling is a schoole of Christianity.” From men 
in whatever walk of life, the great taskmaster requires integ¬ 
rity of conscience, strict honesty of dealing, unflagging dili¬ 
gence, and the avoidance of all extravagance and idleness. 
Every moment of time as lived under the shadow of eternity 
becomes “high” time, crucial time to be up doing the duties 

® Quoted by Perry Miller and T. H. Johnson (eds.). The Puritans (New 
York: The American Book Co., 1938), p. 2. 
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of ones job. “B e busy; th e soul J^s at stake, so loiter not,” 
writes Jeremy ^Taylor. One Piiritan 
phrases the matter: “They that will not sweat on earth will 
sweat in hell.” 

This Puritan treatment of the doctrine of vocation has 
direct consequences in economic theory and practice. The 
seventeenth century sees a shift from the feudal-agricultural 
economy, prevailing through the time of liUther, to a clearly 
capitalistic economy, with its vast expansion of trade, invest¬ 
ment income, and mercantilism. In this context, the Puritans, 
members chiefly of the rising middle-class, become devoted 
to a particular combination of virtues. Honesty, thrift, indus¬ 
try, and diligence, the outward signs of the inward sense of 
vocation, are combined with simplicity and frugality of 
living, which are the virtues of the sober man living the 
“ascetic” ideal in the world. This combination tends to foster 
economic success, whethcT desired or not. It is almost in¬ 
evitable, tliereforc, that the Puritan should find himself faced 
with an intense problem of conscience: How proper is 
wealth in the life of a Christian? The answers given are 
somewhat uncertain and more and more qualified as one 
moves into the latter Puritan era. But the guiding rule is 
evident enough. The Puritan wliose earthly fortunes flourish 
know’^s that he holds his earthly possessions in trust from God, 
in steward.ship for the good of his neighbor. From the one 
w^hom God has more blessed with material favor, the more 
is required in philanthropy to the needy. Economic duties 
take priority over economic rights. Nowhere in se^Tnteenth- 
century Puritan writing is Christian sanction given to un¬ 
limited gain or Imsscz fairc; for the knvs of self-denial, 
scrupulous honesty, and charity must govern the relations of 
getting and spending. Jeremy Taylor finds covetousness the 
enemy of mercy, “for when God hath satisfied those needs 
which He made, that is, all that is natural,—whatsoever is 
beyond it is thirst and disease; and unless it be sent back 
again in charity or religion, can serve no end but vice or 
vanity.”® 

® Holy Living, chap, iv, sect. 8. 
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Yet at the same time it is clear that on this issue Puritan¬ 
ism stands far from St. Francis and many Christians of similar 
conviction, who view poverty as a prerequisite to holiness. 
The Puritan no longer esteems poverty a Christian virtue. 
If anything, it is a vice. Chances are that the poor man is 
poor because of his indolence and irresponsibility to his vo¬ 
cation. God frowns on extreme wealth. But a substantial 
income may well be considered a sign of heavenly favor. 
Competition in production, income from interest, dividends 
from investment, without dishonesty or extortion, are prac¬ 
tices quite in accord with Christian ethics. Did not Jesus 
himself illustrate the good life with the parable of the talents? 
So long as the economic life is kept under the rule and re¬ 
quirements of religion, and so long as the Puritan preserves 
an unclouded sense of the transiency of all earthly goods 
and the priority of eternal concerns over the temporal, he 
feels in all conscience that his economic ethic represents no 
compromise with the world.'* 

Richard Baxter (1615-91) typifies the Puritan mind as 
w^ell as any writer of his age. His life spanned the turbulent 
events of the seventeenth century in which he labored and 
wrote incessantly for the cause of the moral revolution of 
Eiigiand and for the healing of the dissension of the churches. 
Though a Presbyterian Puritan and a Nonconformist—he 
served at one time as chaplain in Cromwell's army—the 
matters of church government he regarded as secondary to 
matters of morality. Thus he stood for a broad church policy 
and might have approved an Anglican as much as a Presby¬ 
terian pattern of English church life if either had been com¬ 
prehensive and morally regenerate. After the Restoration, 
which brought persecution to all Nonconformists, Baxter was 
forced to undergo severe deprivations and recurrent im¬ 
prisonments, during which many of his influential works 

4 Two very important studies of Puritan ethics in relation to economic 
life are Max Weber's The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, 
(1904), which construes Calvinism as providing the essential and unqualified 
morale for capitalism, and R. H. Tawney s Religion and the Rise of Capital¬ 
ism, (1926), which is more cautious in its estimate of the relation. 
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were written. Fortunately, he lived to see enacted the Edict 
of Toleration of 1689, an Act which represented not a little 
the fruit of his own lifetime of effort for the peace of England. 

Tlie selections from Baxter given in this chapter (pp. 309- 
19) are taken from his Christian Directory, which is perhaps 
his most extensive though not his most famous work. A de¬ 
tailed moral guidebook for every conceivable crossroad of 
conscience, it ranks with Jeremy Taylor’s Ductor Dubitan- 
dum as a major work of Protestant casuistrx'. Baxter opens 
his treatise with certain “Grand Directions,” the explications 
of which constitute a kind of profile of the Puritan character. 

The Quakers 

The Puritan spirit finds one of its most distinctive ex¬ 
pressions in the life of the “Society of Friends,” called 
Quakers, who were a smal l sect , generally d espised by-tbc 
l arger ch urch groups , and viciously persecuted as religi ous 
a narchists.- Though distinctive in some of their ways, the 
Friends shared many of the C’alvinistic premises of the time, 
and the writings of their leaders, such as G eorge F ox, Isajic 
Peni ngto n, and Robert Ba rcla\', .sound thoroughly Puritan in 
theological and moral teaching. Yet their practices were in 
some ways an extension of, if not a departure from, the Puri¬ 
tanism of a Richard Baxter. For one thing, they naaiohuned 
t he basis of relig jon as a my sticism, exalting the Inner Light, 
“the light that lighteth ever}' man that cometh into the 
world,” as the supreme religious and moral authority, 
superior to every external authority of book or church. 
Second, and as an extension of Puritanism, they were guided 
by a sectarian .spirit, which believed that most of tlie struc- 
tures of the “world” were inherently ^il and inimical to the 
spirit ot Christianit y. TKc true bel iever, theiyf ore, mustA Kith- 
d raw from the world ’s wavs, while ypt living in the world, at 
those pniritc iTiT^ wnrlrTs praetipes run counter tO-gQspel 

commands. This has been called the strategy of “selective 
withdra wal.” The Friends followed the Puritan ethic, for 
instance, of participation in the world of business and trade. 
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but refused to take part in the civil government’s practice of 
waging war. Thiri as. a corollary of this sectarianism, the 
Friends were perfectionists)in demanding an uncompromis¬ 
ing fulfillment of the ethical precepts of Christ. Being a 
Christian, they said,^ liaSLJJftthing to dp with, formal church 
practi Fes~br yjtii doctrinal exactitude. Bein^ a Christian is 
simpTv a matter of the living allegiance of every man to the 
Divine-Light within. As William Penn put it, “That which 
the people called Quakers lay dowi as a main fundamental 
in religion is this, that God, through C^irist, hath placed a 
principle in every man to inform him of his duty, and to en¬ 
able him to do it; and that those who live up to this principle 
are the people of God, and those who live in disobedience to 
it are not God’s people, whatever name they may bear, or 
profession they may make of religion. This is their ancient, 
first, and standing testimony.”® 

In keeping with these convictions, tlie Quakers were led 
to set forth certain “tcstiirwnies” against the world. They 
took pains, after the manner of the age, to justify those testi¬ 
monies with Biblical support. But the sources of these 
testimonies were as much the distinctive combination of mys¬ 
tical and democratic themes at the heart of their religion. 
One important testimony w'as against the state’s compulsion 
in matters of worship. The conscien ce of man, they said, is 
inviol able to trespass by the agencies of govermnent. Tlie 
Quakers were tlius among the earliest advocates of rdigious 
hberty . a position in the seventeenth century generally 
viewed with horror. Further testimonies again st “ flattering 
title s” and “ kneelin g, b owing , and unco veri ng the head ” 
spring from an equalitarian spirit suspicious of all the polite 
idolatries whereby men pay deference to each other instead 
of to God. There are other tes timonies against taking oaths, 
against superfluity of apparel, against “gaming, sporting, and 
vaiiy;ccjreatipns.” But the roost famous witness of the Q uaker 
is against war. The Quaker would not bear arms in any 
causeTsmee the waging of war is so clearly contrary to the 
commands of the Inner Light. The original Quaker pacifism, 

® William Penn, Primitive Christianity Revived, I, i. 
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it should be noted, held that o nly th e f ew “pure” Chri stians 
could follow the way of nonviolence. It was not^ aa ethiaihat 
the^Sfld.CiniM adopt. Nor did the Quaker expect that his 
pacifism could be “successful.” The wav of the Cross was the 
way of suffering and rejection. 

Robert Barclay (1648-90), a man of aristocratic breeding, 
extensive education, and brilliant intellect, was converted to 
the Quaker faith at the age of eighteen. His Apology for the 
True Christian Divinity (pp. 319-26), written when he was 
twenty-eight, has taken its place as the normative statement 
of Quaker, belief. Barclay shared in most of the Calvinistic 
and Puritan theological premises of his day: the sovere ignty 
of God, the high authority of the Bible, the sinfulness of natu¬ 
ral man un enlighten ed^ by grace. But the Quaker doctrine 
of the Seed of Clirist Tri every man, countering the pull of sin, 
gave him a view of human nature rather more favorable than 
that of his fellow Puritans. 


SOURCES 


From 

Richabd Baxter: The Christian Directory" 

The Nature of Godliness 

Know that true godliness is the best life upon earth, and 
the only way to perfect happiness. Still apprehend it there¬ 
fore, and use it as the be.st; and with great diligence resist 
those temptations which would make it seem to you a con¬ 
founding, grievous, or unpleasant thing. 

There are all tilings concurrent in a holy life, to make it 
the most delectable life on earth, to a rational, purified mind, 
that is not captivated to the flesh, and liveth not on air or 
dung. The object of it is the eternal God himself, the 

® This material is taken from The Practicui Works of Richard Baxter, 
(4 vols., London: Arthur Hall & Co., 1847), Vol. I: A Christian Directory. 
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infallible truth, the only satisfactory good; and all these con¬ 
descending and appearing to us, in the mysterious, but suit¬ 
able glass of a Mediator; redeeming, reconciling, teaching, 
governing, sanctifying, justifying, and glorifying all that arc 
his own. The end of it is the pleasing and glorifying of our 
Maker, Redeemer, and Sanctifier; and the everlasting happi¬ 
ness of ourselves and others. The rule of it is the infallible 
revelation of God, delivered to the church by his prophets, 
and his Son, and his apostles, and comprised in the Holy 
Scriptures, and sealed bv the miracles and operations of the 
Holy Ghost that did indite them. Tlie work of godliness is 
a living unto God, and preparing for everlasting life, by 
foreseeing, foretasting, seeking, and rejoicing in that end¬ 
less happiness which we shall have v'ith God; and by walk¬ 
ing after the Spirit, and avoiding the filthinc.ss, delusions, and 
vexations of the world and the flesh. The nature of man 
is not capable of a more noble, profitable, and delectable 
life, than this which God liath called us to by his Son. And 
if we did but rightly know it, we should follow it with con¬ 
tinual alacrity and delight. Bo sure, therefore, to conceive 
of godliness as it is, and not as it is misrepresented by the 
devil and the ungodlv. 

As long as a man conceiveth of religion as it is, even the 
most sweet and delectable life, so long he will follow it will¬ 
ingly and with his heart, and despise the temptations and 
avocations of fleshly gain and pleasure. He will be sincere, 
as not being only drawn by other men, or outward ad¬ 
vantages, nor frightened into it by a passion or fearfulness, 
but loving religion for itself, and for its excellent ends: and 
then he will be cheerful in all the duties, and under all the 
suflFerings and diflBcultics of it; and he will be most likely 
to persevere unto the end.^ 

Grand Direction X. Your lives must be laid out in doing 
God service, and doing all the good you can, in works of 
piety, justice, and charity, with prudence, fidelity, industry, 
zeal, and delight; remembering that you are engaged to 
God, as servants to their lord and master; and are intrusted 

A Christum Directory, Part I, chap. ii. 
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with his talents, of the improvement whereof you must give 
aceount. 

Content not yourselves to do some good extraordinarily on 
the by, or when you are urged to it; but study to do good, and 
make it the trade or business of your lives.—Having so many 
obligations, and so great eneouragements, do what you do 
with all your might. If ynn wnntd know whe ther you are 
serYRUtstQ. Christ, Qjr tp the fle.sh, the question must be, whieh 
of these have the main care and diligence of our lives; for 
as. ev^fy'Cfamal'act will not prove you servants to the flesh, 
so every good action will not prove you the servants of 
Cflirist. 

Before you do any work, consider whether you can truly 
say, it is a service of God, and will be accepted by him. See 
therefore that it be done, 1 .) To his glory, or t o please him. 
2. And in obedience to his command.—Mere natural actiojis, 
that have no moral good or evil in them, and so belong not 
to morality, these belong not to our present subject; as being 
not the matter of rational (or at least of obediential) choice. 
Such as the winking of the eye, the setting of this foot for¬ 
ward first, the taking of this or that meat, or drink, or instru¬ 
ment, or company, or action, when they are equal, and it is 
no matter of rational (or obediential) choice, etc. But every 
act that is to be done deliberately and rationally, as matter 
of choice, must be moralized, or made good, by doing it, 1. 
To a right end; and, 2. According to the rule. All the com¬ 
f orts of food, or rest, or recreation, or pleasure which we take, 
should be intended to fi t us for our Masters work, or 
strehgfhem cheer, and help us in it. Do nothing, del il^ratelv. 
tha t belong.s to the government of reason, b ut CpcR jiervice 
in th e w orld ; whi ch you ca n say, he set you on. 

Set not duties of piety, jusfic^df hhafrty against each 
other, as if they had an enmity to each other; but take them 
as inseparable, as God hath made them.—Think not to offer 
God a sacrifice of injury, bribery, fraud, oppression, or any 
uncharitable work. And pretend not the benefit of men, or 
the safety of societies or kingdoms, for impiety against the 
Lord. 
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Acquaint yourselves with all the talents which you receive 
from God, and what is the use to which they shoidd be im¬ 
proved.—Keep thus a just account of your receivings, and 
what goods of your Master’s is put into your hands. And 
make it a principal part of your study, to know what every 
thing in your hand is good for to your Master’s use; and 
how it is that he would have you use it. 

Keep an account of your expense s: at least, of all your 
most considerable talents; and bring yourselves daily or 
frequently to a reckoning, what good you have done, or en¬ 
deavoured to do. Ever)' day is given you for some good 
work. Keep therefore accounts of every day (I mean, in 
yowi. conscience, not in papers). E very me rcy mu st~Fe used 
to ^me good: call yourselves therefore to account for every 
mercy, what you have done with it for your Master’s use. 
Arid think not hours and minutes, and little mercies, may be 
past without coming into the accoimt. The servant that 
thinks he may do what he list with shillings and pence, and 
that he is only to lay out greater sums for his master’s use, and 
lesser for his own, will prove unfaithful, and come short in 
his accounts. Less sums than pounds must be in our 
reckonings. 

Prudence is exceeding necessary in doing good, that you 
may discern good from evil, discerning the season, and 
measure, and manner, and among divers duties, which must 
be preferred.—Therefore labour much for wisdom, and if you 
want it yourself, be sure to make use of theirs that have it, 
and ask their counsel in every great and difficult Ctase. Zeal 
without judgment hath not only entangled souls in mjftiy 
heinous sins, but hath ruined churches and kingdoms, and 
under pretence of exceeding others in doing good, it makes 
men the greatest instruments of evil. There is scarce a sin 
so great and odious, but ignorant zeal will make men do it 
as a good work. 

Prefer a durable good that will extend to posterity, before 
a sfiort and transitory good--As to build an alms-house is a 
greater work than to give an alms, and to erect a school than 
to teach a scholar; so to promote the settlement of the gospel 
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and a faithful ministry is the greatest of all, as tending to the 
good of many, even to their everlasting good. This is the 
pre-eminence of good books before a transient speech, that 
they may be a more durable help and benefit. To ok before 
you with a judicious foresigh t; and as you must not do that 
present Hoon to a pa rticular person, which bringeth greater 
hiii06~many; so you must not do that present good to one 
or many, which is fike to produce a greater and more lasting 
hurt! Such blind reformers have used the church, as ignorant 
physicians use their patients, who give them a little present 
ease, and cast tliem into a greater misery, and seem to cure 
them with a dose of opium or the Jesuit’s powder, when they 
are bringing them into a worse disease than that which they 
pretend to cure. 

Keep ill th e w ay of your place and calling, and take not 
other men’s works upon you without a call, under any pre¬ 
tence of doing good.—Magistrates must do good in tlie place 
and work of magistrates; and ministers in the place and work 
of ministers; and private men in their private place and work; 
and not one man step into another’s place, and take his work 
out of his hand, and say, I can do it better: for if you should 
do it better, the disorder will do more harm than you did 
good by bettering his work. One judge must not step into 
another’s court and seat, and say, I will pass more righteous 
judgment. You must. nojLgQ-intQ. another man’s school, and 
say, I can teach your scholars better; nor into another’s 
charge or pulpit, and say, I can preacli better. The servant 
may not rule the master, because he can do it best; no more 
than you may take another man’s wife, or house, or lands, or 
goods, because you can use them better than he. Do the 
good that you are called ta 

Watchful^ and resolutely avoid the entanglements and 
diverting occasions by which the tempter will be still en¬ 
deavouring to waste your time and hinder you from your 
work.—K now w hat is the prin cipal s ervice that you are calle d 
to, and avoiJavSeations: especially magistrates an3 minis- 
JerSj_and thos e that have greaFand public work,'muit~here 
take h eed. For if you be not very wise and watchful, the 
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tempter will draw you, before you are aware, into such a 
multitude of diverting care or business, that shall seem to be 
your duties, as shall make you almost unprofitable in the 
world: you shall have this or that friend that must be visited 
or spoken to, and tliis or that civ'ility that must be performed: 
so that trifles shall detain you from all considerable works. I 
confess friends must not be neglected, nor civilities be de¬ 
nied; but our greatest duties having the greatest necessity, 
all things must give place to them in their proper season. 
And therefore, that you may avoid the offence of friends, 
avoid tlie place or occasions of siich impediments; and where 
that cannot be done, whatever they judge of you, neglect 
not your most necessary work; else it will be at the will of 
men and Satan, whether you shall be serviceable to God or 
not. 

Ask yourselves seriously, how you would wish at death 
and judgment that you had used all your wits, and time, 
and wealth; and resolve accordingly to use them now.—This 
is an excellent direction and motive to you for doing good, 
and preventing the condemnation w’hich will pass upon un¬ 
profitable servants. Ask yourselves. Will it comfort me more 
at death or judgment, to think, or hear, that I spent this 
hour in plays or idleness, or in doing good to myself or 
others? How shall I wish then I had laid out my estate, and 
every part of it? Reason itself condemneth him that will not 
now choose the course which then he .shall wish that he had 
chosen, when we foresee the consequence of that day. 

Expect your reward from God alone, and look for unthank- 
fIllness and abuse from men, or wonder not if it befall you. 
—If you are not the servants of men, but of God, expect your 
recompence from him you serve. You serve not God indeed, 
if his reward alone will not content you, unless you have also 
man’s reward. “Verily you have your reward,” if, with the 
hypocrite, you work for man’s approbation. Expect, espe¬ 
cially if you are ministers or others that labour directly for 
the good of souls, that many prove your enemies for your 
telling them the truth; and that if you were as good as Paul, 
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and as unwearied in seeking men’s salvation, yet the more 
you love, the less you will (by many) he loved. 

Make not your own judgments or consciences your law, 
or the maker of your duty; which is hut the discemer of the 
law of God, and of the duty which he makcth you, and of 
your own obedience or disobedience to him.—T here is a 
dangerous error grown too common in the world* that, a man, 
is b ound to do every thin g which his cOTs cienee telleth hull 
is the, will of God; and that every man must obey his con¬ 
science, as if it were the lawgiver of the world; whereas, in¬ 
deed, it is not ourselves, but God, that is our lawgiver. And 
conscience is not appointed or authorized to make us any 
duty, which God hath not made us; but only to discern the 
law of God, and call upon us to observe it: and an erring 
conscience is not to be obeyed, but to be better informed, 
and brought to a righter performance of its office.* 

Mans Chief End: To Glorify God 

Grand Direction XV. Let thy very heart be set to glorify 
God, thy Creator, Redeemer, and Sanctifier; both with the 
estimation of thy mind, the praises of thy mouth, and the 
holiness of thy life. 

The glorifying of God, being the end of man and the 
whole creation, must be the highest duty of our lives; and 
therefore deserveth our distinct consideration. 

Our lives then glorify God, when they are such as his 
excellencies most appear in; and that is, when they are most 
divine or holy; when they are so managed, that the world 
may see, that it is God that we have chiefly respect unto, 
and that holiness to the lord is written upon all our facul¬ 
ties and affairs.—So much of god as appeareth in our lives, so 
much they are truly venerable, and advanced above the rank 
of fleshly, worldly lives. God only is the real glory of every 
person, and every thing, and every word or action of our 
hves. And the natural conscience of the world, which, in 

* Ibid., Part I, chap. Hi. 
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despite of their atheism, is forced to confess and reverence a 
Deity, will be forced (even when they are hated and perse¬ 
cuted) to reverence the appearance of God in his holy ones. 

The more of heaven appeareth in your lives, the more 
your lives do glorify God.—Worldly and carnal men are 
conscious, that their glory is a vanishing glory, and their 
pleasure but a transitory dream, and that all their honour 
and wealth will shortly leave them in the dust; and there¬ 
fore, they are forced, in despite of their sensuality, to bear 
some reverence to the life to come. And though they have 
not hearts themselves to deny the pleasures and profits of the 
world, and to spend their days in preparing for eternity, and 
in laying up a treasure in heaven; yet they are convinced, that 
those tliat do so, arc the best and wisest men; and thev could 
wish that they might die the death of the righteous, and that 
their last end might be like his. As heaven excecdelh earth, 
even in the reverent acknowledgment of the world, though 
not in their practical esteem and choice; so heavenly Chris¬ 
tians have a reverent acknowledgment from them, (when 
malice doth not hide their heavenliness by slanders,) though 
they will not be such themselves. Let it appear in your lives, 
that really you seek a higher happiness than this world af- 
fordeth, and that you verily look to live with Christ; and that 
as honour, and wealth, and pleasure command the lives of 
the ungodly, so the hope of heaven commandeth yours. Let 
it appear that this is your design and business in the world, 
and that your hearts and conversations are above, and that 
whatever you do or suffer, is for this, and not for any lower 
end; and this is a life that God is glorified by. 

It glorificth God, by showing the excellency of faith, when 
we contemn the; riches and honour of the world, and live 
above the worldling’s life; accounting that a despicable thing, 
which he accounts his happiness, and loseth his soul for.— 
As men despise the toys of children, so a believer must take 
the transitory vanities of this world, for matters so incon¬ 
siderable, as not to be worthy his regard, save only as they 
are the matter of his duty to God, or as they relate to him, or 
the life to come. The world is under a believer’s feet, while 
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his eye is fixed on the celestial world. He travelleth through 
it to his home, and he will he thankful if his way be fair, and 
if he have his daily bread; but it is not his home, nor doth he 
make any great matter, whether his usage in it be kind or 
unkind, or whether his inn be well adorned or not. He is 
almost indilferent whether, for so short a time, he be rich or 
poor, in a high or in a low condition, further than as it 
tendeth to his Master’s service. I^et men see that you have a 
higher birth than they, and higher hopes, and higher hearts, 
by setting light by that, which their hearts are set upon as 
their felicity. When seeming Christians are as worldly and 
ambitious as others, and make as great a matter of their gain, 
and wealth, and honour, it showcth that they do but cover 
the base and sordid spirit of worldlings, with the visor of the 
Christian name, to deceive themselves, and bring the faith of 
Christians into scorn, and dishonour the holy name which 
they usurp. 

It much honoureth God, when the hopes of everlasting 
joys do cause believers to live much more joyfully than the 
most prosperous worldlings.—Not with their kind of doting 
mirth, in vain sports and pleasures, and foolish talking, and 
uncomely jests; but in that constant cheerfulness and glad¬ 
ness, which beseemcth the heirs of glory. Let it appear to 
the world, that indeed you hope to live with Christ, and to be 
equal with the angels. Do a dejected countenance, and a 
mournful, troubled, and complaining life, express such 
hopes? or rather tell men that your hopes are small, and that 
God is a hard master, and his service grievous? Do not thus 
dishonour him by your inordinate dejectedness; do not af¬ 
fright and discourage sinners from the pleasant service of the 
Lord. 

When Christians live in a readiness to die, and can rejoice 
in the approach of death, and love and long for the day of 
judgment, when Christ shall justify them from the slanders 
of the world, and shall judge them to eternal joys: this is to 
the glory of God and our profession.—When death, which is 
the king of fears to others, appeareth as disarmed and con¬ 
quered to believers; when judgment, which is the terror of 
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others, is their desire; this showeth a triumphant faith, and 
that godliness is not in vain. 

It honoureth God and our profession, when you abound in 
love and good works; loving the godly with a special love, but 
all men with so much love, as makes you earnestly desirous 
of their welfare, and to love your enemies, and put up 
wrongs, and to study to do good to all, and hurt to none. 

The unity, concord, and peace of Christians, do glorify 
God and their profession; when their divisions, contentions, 
and malicious persecutions of one another, do heinously dis¬ 
honour him.—Men reverence that faith and practice which 
they see us unanimouslv accord in. And the same men will 
despise both it and us, when they see us together by the 
ears about it, and hear us in a Babel of confusion, one say¬ 
ing, This is the way, and another. That is it; one saving, Lo 
here is the true church and worship, and another saying, Lo 
it is there. Not that one man or a few must make a shoe 
meet for his own foot, and then say. All that will not dis¬ 
honour God by discord, must wear this shoe: think as I 
think, and say as I say, or else you arc schismatics. But we 
must all agree in believing and obeying God. 

Justice commutatix’c and distributive, private and public, 
in bargainings, and in government, and judgment, doth hon¬ 
our God and our profession in the eyes of all: when wc do 
no wrong, but do to all men as we would they should do to 
us. That a man’s word be his master, and that we lie not 
one to another, nor equivocate or deal subtilly and deceit¬ 
fully, but in plainness and singleness of heart, and in sim¬ 
plicity and godly sincerity, have our conversation in the 
world. Perjured persons and covenant-breakers, that dissolve 
the bonds of human society, and take the name of God in 
vain, shall find by his vengeance that he holdeth them not 
guiltless. 

If you will glorify God in your lives, you must be chiefly 
intent upon the public good, and the spreading of the gospel 
through the world.—A selfish, private, narrow soul brings 
little honour to the cause of God: it is always taken up about 
itself, or imprisoned in a corner, in the dark, to the interest 
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of some sect or party, and seeth not how things go in the 
world: its desires, and prayers, and endeavours go no further 
than they can see or travel. But a larger soul bcholdeth all 
the earth, and is desirous to know how it goeth with the 
cause and servants of the Lord, and how the gospel gets 
ground upon the unbelieving nations; and such are affected 
with the state of the church a thousand miles off, almost as if 
it were at hand, as being members of the whole body of 
Christ, and not only of a sect. They pray for the ‘liallowing 
of God’s name,” and the "coining of his kingdom,” and the 
"doing of his will throughout the earth, as it is in heaven,” 
before thev come to their own necessities, at least in order of 
esteem and desire. 

Grand Dirrclion XVL Let your life on earth be a conver¬ 
sation in heaven, bv the constant work of faith and love; even 
such a faith as maketh things future as now present, and the 
unseen world as if it were continually open to your sight; 
and such a love as makes you long to see the glorious face of 
God, and the glory of your dear Redeemer, and to be taken 
up with blessed spirits in his perfect, endless love and praise.® 


From 

Robkht BAnci.AY: An Apology for the True CimisriAN 
Divinity’® 

Seeing the chief end of all religion is to redeem men from 
the spirit and vain conversation of this world, and to lead into 
inward communion with God, before whom if we fear always 
we are accounted happy; therefore all the vain customs and 
habits thereof, both in word and deed, are to be rejected and 
forsaken by those who come to this fear; such as taking off 
the hat to a man, the bowings and cringings of the body, and 
superstitious formalities attending them; all which man hath 
invented in his degenerate state, to feed his pride in the vain 

® Ihid., Part I, chap. iii. 

All subsequent material in this chapter is taken from Robert Barclay, 
An Apology for the True Christian Divinity, Philadelphia: Friends Book 
Store, 1908. 
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pomp and glory of this world: as also the unprofitable plays, 
frivolous recreations, sportings, and gamings, which are in¬ 
vented to pass away the precious time, and divert the mind 
from the witness of God in the heart, and from the living 
sense of his fear, and from that evangelical spirit wherewith 
Christians ought to be leavened, and which leads into so¬ 
briety, gravity, and godly fear; in which as we abide, the 
blessing of the Lord is felt to attend us in tliose actions in 
which we arc necessarily engaged, in order to the taking care 
for the sustenance of the outward man.” 

There are some singular things, which most of all our ad¬ 
versaries plead for the lawfulness of, and allow themselves in, 
as no ways inconsistent with the Christian religion, which we 
have found to be no ways lawful unto us, and have been 
commanded of the Lord to lay them aside; though the doing 
thereof hath occasioned no small sufferings and buffetings, 
and hath procured us much hatred and malice from the 
world. And because the nature of these things is such, that 
they do upon the very sight distinguish us, and make us 
known, so that we cannot hide ourselves from any, without 
proving unfaithful to our testimony; our trials and exorcises 
have here-through proved the more numerous and difficult, 
as will after appear. These may more largely be exhibited in 
these six following propositions: 

That it is not lawful to give to men such flattering titles, 
as Your Holiness, Your Majesty, Your Eminency, Your Ex¬ 
cellency, Your Grace, Your Lordship, Your Honour, Etc., nor 
use those flattering words, commonly called c;omi>liments. 

That it is not l awful for Christinn.»; to knne. l. or prostrate 
themselves to any^man, or to bow the body, or to uncover 
the head to them. 

That it is not lawful for a Christian to use superfluitie s in 
appare l, as are of no use, save for ornament and. vanity. 

That it is not lawful to use games, sports, plays, nor among 
other things comedies among Christians, under the notion of 
recreations, which do not agree with Christian silence, 
gravity, and sobriety; for laughing, sporting, gaming, mock- 
Apology for the True Christian Divinity, Prop. XV. 
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ing, jesting, vain talking, Etc., is not Christian liberty, nor 
harmless mirth. 

That it is not lawful fo r Christians to swear at all_ under 
the g ospel, not only not vainly^and in" lESF common dis¬ 
course, which was also forbidden under the Mosaical law, 
but even not in judgment before the magistrate. 

That it is not lawful for C^iristians to resist evil, or to war 
or fight in any case. 

Before I enter upon a particular disquisition of these 
things, I shall first premise some general considerations, to 
prevent all mistakes; and ne.xt add some general considera¬ 
tions, which equally respect all of them. I would not have 
any judge, that hereby we intend to destroy the mutual re¬ 
lation that eitlicr is betwixt prince and people, master and 
servants, parents and children; nay, not at all: we shall evi¬ 
dence, that our principle in these things hath no such tend¬ 
ency, and that these natural relations are rather better 
established, than any ways hurt by it. Next, Let not any 
judge, tliat from our opinion in these things, any necessity of 
levelling will follow, or that all men must have things in 
common. Our principle leaves every man to enjoy that 
peaceably, which cither his own industry, or his parents, have 
purchased to him; only he is thereby instructed to use it 
aright, both for his own good, and tliat of his brethren: and 
all to the glory of God. 

I would seriously propose unto all such, as choose to be 
Christians indeed, and that in nature, and not in name only, 
whether it were not desirable, and would not greatly con¬ 
tribute to the commendation of Christianity, and to the in¬ 
crease of the life and virtue of Christ, if all superfluous titles 
of honour, profuseness and prodigality in meat and apparel, 
gaming, sporting and playing, were laid aside and forborne? 
And whether such as lay them aside, in so doing, walk not 
more like the disciples of Christ and his apostles, and are 
therein nearer their example, than such as use them? 
Whether the laying them aside would hinder any from being 
good Christians? Or if Christians might not be better with¬ 
out them, than with them? Certainly the sober and serious 
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among all sorts will say, Yea. Then surely such as lay them 
aside, as reckoning them unsuitable for Christians, arc not 
to be blamed, but rather commended for so doing: because 
that in principle and practice they effectually advance that, 
which others acknowledge were desirable, but can never 
make effectual, so long as they allow the use of them as law¬ 
ful. And God hath made it manifest in this age, that by dis¬ 
covering the evil of such things, and leading his witnesses out 
of them, and to testify against them, he hath produced 
effectually in many that mortification and abstraction 
from the love and cares of this world, who daily arc convers¬ 
ing in the world, but inwardly redeemed out of it, both in 
wedlock, and in their lawful employments, which was 
judged could only be obtained by such as were shut up in 
cloisters and monasteries.^- 

Quaker Pacifism 

The last thing to be considered, is revenge and war, an 
evil as opposite and contrary to the Spirit and doctrine of 
Christ as light to darkness. For, as is manifest by what is 
said, through contempt of Christ’s law the whole world is 
filled with various oaths, cursings, blasphemous profanations, 
and horrid perjuries; so likewise, through contempt of the 
same law, the world is filled with violence, oppression, mur¬ 
ders, ravishing of women and virgins, spoilings, depredations, 
burnings, devastations, and all manner of lasciviousness and 
cruelty: so that it is strange that men, made after the image 
of God, should have so much degenerated, that they rather 
bear the image and nature of roaring lions, tearing tigers, de¬ 
vouring wolves, and raging boars, than of rational creatures 
endued with reason. And is it not yet much more admirable, 
that this horrid monster should find place, and be fomented, 
among those men that profess themselves disciples of our 
peaceable Lord and master J esus Chr ist, who by excellency 
is called the Pri nce of P eace/and hath e xpressly p rn h^bitrid 
his children^lJI,violenc^ and on tlie contrary, commanded 

^2 Ibid., Defense of Proposition XV. 
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them, that, according to his example, they should follow pa¬ 
tience, charity, forbearance, and other virtues worthy of a 
Christian? 

It is as easy to reconcile the greatest contradictions, as 
these laws of our Lord Jesus Christ with the wicked practices 
of wars: for they are plainly inconsistent. Whoever can 
reconcile this, “Resist not evil,” with. Resist violence by 
force: again, “Give also thy other cheek,” with. Strike again; 
also “Love thine enemies,” with. Spoil them, make a prey of 
them, pursue them with fire and sword; or, “Pray for those 
that persecute you, and those that calumniate you,” with. 
Persecute them by fines, imprisonments, and death itself; 
and not only such as do not persecute you, but who heartily 
seek and desire your eternal and temporal welfare: whoever, 
I say, can find a means to reconcile these things, may be sup¬ 
posed also to have found a way to reconcile God with the 
devil, Christ with Anti-christ, light with darkness, and good 
with evil. 

And although this thing be .so much known, yet it is as 
well known that almost all the modern sects live in the neg¬ 
lect and contempt of this law of Christ, and likewise oppress 
others, who in this agree not with them for conscience’ sake 
towards God: even as we have suffered much in our country, 
because we neither could ourselves bear arms, nor send 
others in our place, nor give our money for the buying of 
drums, standards, and other military attire. And lastly, be¬ 
cause we could not hold our doors, windows, and shops close, 
for conscience’ sake, upon such days as fasts and prayers 
were appointed, to desire a blessing upon, and success for, 
the arms of the kingdom or commonwealth under which we 
live; neither give thanks for the victories acquired by the ef¬ 
fusion of much blood. By which forcing of the conscience, 
they would have constrained our brethren, living in divers 
kingdoms at war together, to have implored our God for 
contrary and contradictory things, and consequently impos¬ 
sible: for it is impossible that two parties fighting together, 
should both obtain the victory. And because we cannot 
concur with them in this confusion, therefore we are subject 
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to persecution. Yea, and others, who with us do witness that 
the use of arms is unlawful to Christians, do look asquint 
upon US; but which of us two do most faithfully observe this 
testimony against anns? Either they, who at certain times, 
at the magistrate’s order, d o c lose up their shops and houses, 
and meet in their assembly, praying for the prosperi^ of 
their arm s, or thanks’ Iot some victory or other, 

whereby they_ make feemselves like to those that approve 
wars and fighting; or we, who cannot do these things for the 
same eause of eonscience, lest we should destroy, by our 
\yprks, what we establish in words, we shall leave to the 
judgment of all prudent men. 

Sinee nothing seems more contrary' to man’s nature, and 
seeing of all things the defence of one’s self seems most 
tolerable, as it is most hard to men so it is the most perfect 
part of the Christian religion, as that wherein the denial of 
self and entire confidence in Cod doth most appear; and 
therefore Christ and his apostles left us hereof a most perfect 
example. As to what relates to the present magistrates of 
the Christian world, albeit we deny them not altogether the 
name of Christians, because of the public profession they 
make of Christ’s name, yet we may boldly affirm, that they 
are far from the perfection of the Cihristian religion; because 
in the state in which they are, they have not come to the pure 
dispensation of the gospel. And therefore, while they are in 
that condition, wc shall not say, that war, undertaken upon 
a just oecasion, is altogether unlawful to them. For even as 
circumcision and the other ceremonies were for a season 
permitted to the Jews, not because they were either neces¬ 
sary of themselves, or lawful at that time, after the resurrec¬ 
tion of Christ, but because that Spirit was not yet raised up 
in them, whereby they could be delivered from such rudi¬ 
ments; so the present confessors of the Christian name, who 
are yet in the mixture, and not in the patient suffering spirit, 
are not yet fitted for this form of Christianity, and therefore 
cannot be undefending themselves until they attain that 
perfection. But for such whom Christ has brought hither, it 
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is not lawful to defend themselves by arms, but they ought 
over all to trust to the Lord. 

If to revenge ourselves, or to render injury, evil for evil, 
wound for wound, to take eye for eye, tooth for tooth; if to 
fight for outward and perishing things, to go a warring one 
against another, whom we never saw, with whom we never 
had any contest, nor any thing to do; being moreover alto¬ 
gether ignorant of the cause of the war, but only that the 
magistrates of the nations foment quarrels one against 
another, the causes whereof are for the most part unknown 
to the soldiers that fight, as well as upon whose side the right 
or wrong is; and yet to be so furious, and rage one against 
another, to destroy and spoil all, that this or the other worship 
may be received or abolished; if to do this, and much more of 
this kind, be to fulfil tlie law of Christ, then are our ad¬ 
versaries indeed true Christians, and we miserable heretics, 
that suffer ourselves to be spoiled, taken, imprisoned, ban¬ 
ished, beaten, and evilly entreated, without any resistance, 
placing our trust only in god, that he may defend us, and 
lead us by the way of the cross unto his kingdom. But if it 
be otherways, we .shall certainly receive tlie reward which 
the Lord hath promised to those that cleave to him, and, in 
denying themselves, confide in him. 

And to sum up all, if to use all these things, and many 
more that might be instanced, be to walk in the strait way 
that leads to life, be to take up the cross of Christ, be to die 
with him to the lusts and perishing vanities of this world, 
and to arise with him in newness of life, and sit down with 
him in the heavenly places, then our adversaries may be 
accounted such, and they need not fear they are in the broad 
way that leads to destruction, and we are greatly mistaken, 
that have laid aside all these things for Christ’s sake, to the 
crucifying of our own lusts, and to the procuring to ourselves 
shame, reproach, hatred, and ill-will from the men of this 
world: not as if by so doing we judged to merit heaven, but 
as knowing they are contrary to the will of Him who redeems 
his children from the love of this world, and its lusts, and 
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leads then in the ways of truth and holiness, in which they 
take delight to walk.^“ 
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Chapter 11 


JOSEPH BUTLER AND ANGLICAN 
RATIONALISM 

It would be difficult to find a more extreme c ontrast within 
Christian ethical theory tlian that between the spirit of 
Puritanism and the thinking of Jose ph Butle r (1692-1752), 
bishopT of the Church of England. In part the difference 
is due to the contrasting tempe rs of the seventeent h .ind-thn^ 
eighteenth centuri.es. As preacher and scholar, Bu tler ad- 
dressed himself to an England in which the Puritan fires of 
moral Zeal and reform had died down, and the religious life 
of England had considerably settled into a state of placid 
respectability. Puritanism itself, in this era, had hardened 
into a kind of BTBlical scholasticism, which, as is so often 
true in the second generation of religious reforms, lost the 
dynamic of the Puritan revolution in the careful keeping of 
the rules. 

The * *Age of Reaso n” has been the term given to Butler’s 
ce ntu ry, a term not entirely apt, since there was a strong 
emotionalism in the evangelical revivals of the time. But in 
a^ggnefal way , the re action aga inst **enthusiasm” (especially 
of the sectarians), the stress on sobriety and calm, and in par¬ 
ticular the attempt to validate the claims of Christianity by the 
standards of natural reason are all characteristic of the period. 
In theology, the prevailing wind of doctrine was jPeism^ 
the view which, briefly put, maintained that the existence of 
God and the truths of Christianity are to be established on 
the grounds of natural reason , rathgr^than. on the ground of 
revela tion and mirac le.^ B i.^op Butler h imself was npt a 
Deist, His Analogy of Reli^oti is an effort to confute the 
Deistic treatment of Christianity and to vindicate the claims 
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of tRp nr^^Rorlnv. faith for Supernatural revclation. Yet even in 
tfiis anti-Deistic debate]^ Buffer is~ thoroughly the rationalist, 
in showing how “revealed” Christianity is in keeping with 
natural religion and how e ven its s upe nia t ura lism is-per- 
fectly reasonable . With his Deistic opponents, he subscribes 
to the tenet of his age: the authority of reason. 

The contrast between Puritanism and Butler is to be 
accounted for also by the Anglican theological tradition 
in which Butler stands. In the previous chapter mention 
was made of Puritanism as a term referring both to a moral 
spirit generally characteristic of the seventeenth century and 
more narrowly to a specific reform movement arising first 
within the Church of England, then developing into an 
ecclesiastical and political party, supporting a Presbyterian 
mode of church government and the cause of Parliament 
against the Crown. In this, the Puritans (in the specific sense 
of the word) were countered by the Anglicans, by far the 
majority element, who stood politically for the Crown and 
for episcopacy in church government. The most influential 
and able spokesman for the Anglican position, Richard 
Hooker (1554P-1600) had fonnulated at the end of the six¬ 
teenth century the main lines of Anglican thought in his 
Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity. Dealing especially with the 
problem of religious authority, this treatise t)f Hooker dis¬ 
plays the characteristic Anglican via media (the phrase is 
John Donne’s), a middle way between Calvinism and Roman 
Catholicism. Hooker f ully appreciates Calvin’ s stature ,fmd 
ac cepts the authority o f the Bil)Ie in ma tters pertaining to 
salvation. He is Protestant, too, in standing against the.au¬ 
thority^ of Romo. Yet at the same time he is opposed to such 
a hard and fanatic Puritanism on the rise within England 
as would make the Bible the complete and sole authority for 
all the minutiae of life. This bibliolatry he challenges in the 
name of natural reason and the very nature of law. He 
bespeaks the authority of reason as the ground on which all 
Englishmen of good will, Anglican and Puritan, might come 
together. His treatment of the kinds of law (Book I of 
Ecclesiastical Polity) is a precise rephrasing of 'Thomas’ phi- 
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losophy of the laws in the Sumina, with a certain pragmatic 
flexibility which makes it suitable to the English situation. 
Man has recourse, mider God’s providence, Hooker claims, to 
other kinds of law than the divine law of Scripture. Natu re’s 
law , the law of reason, provides guidance for novel needs 
where the application of the~HfbIe as law book w'ould be 
inappropriate. The longTiistoric tr adition of the cln irch may 
also contain wisdom for present perplexities. 

Hooker puts his discussion of law to main use on matters 
of church polity and church-state relations, rather than in 
broad problems of ethics. But his influence upon the ethical 
writing of Anglicans after him is very evident. Throughout 
the seventeenth century and into the eighteenth, where it 
is apparent in Butler, the ultimate reasonableness of Chris¬ 
tian morahty is a note repeated frequently. The Christian 
life is one of ordered harmony, wherein the master principle 
of cool reason fits the various demands of the self into a well- 
regulated whole, where the realms of nature and superna- 
ture, body and spirit, are regarded as supplementary, not 
opposed, and where self-love and benevolence both find 
their due place in Christian living. Thus the perennial 
Aristotelian and Thomistic ideal of the good hfe finds its 
renewed expression in Anglicanism. 

Human Nature the Basis of Morality 

Butler’s ethical theory is set forth in his Fifteen Sermons 
Preached at the Rolls Chapel and in a brief essay, On the 
"Nature of Virtue, appended to his Analogy of Religion. His 
method of analysis of the moral life is especially significant, 
for he belongs with all those moral theorists who look first 
at something pri mal and self-evident in human nature upon" 
whi^ the ou^fs”^f gooJ action, they claim, must be built. 
Unlike those Christian thinkers who begin by affirming a 
truth about God’s nature, or the incarnation, or the revealed 
will of God in church or Bible, or who begin with the Pauline 
situation of man at war with himself, Butler wants to make a 
new start on the problem of what it means to be a Christian. 
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Just as Descartes commences afresh in a theory of knowledge 
with his cogito, ergo sum^ so Butler takes as his point of de¬ 
parture the most plain, indubitable fact about human nature 
in action which universally makes him a moral agent. As 
with Aristotle’s beginning point, that man is rational, or that 
of the Utilitarians, that man seeks pleasure and avoids pain, 
it is a matter for discussion whether Butler’s starting point 
is indeed a fact or a posited faith, every much as dogmatic 
as the bottom faith that another might hold in the incarna¬ 
tion, or the moral law, or the ultimacy of the state. In any 
case, Butler’s ethics is autonomous, not thconomous, in 
its foundation. 

What ma n sho uld do, according to Butler, is to liYe.„ac- 
cording tohis true* nature. This by no means allows, any 
more than for the Greeks, the casual yielding to any whim 
or animal impulse that seems ‘natural.’’ For precisely what 
is natural to man arc certain moral qualities with which he 
is created by God. To be sure, he shares with the animals 
basic propulsions and appetites. But he also has a conscious 
impulse of “self-love,” die elemental sense of responsibility 
of each self for its own needs and happiness. Moreover, he 
has a natural benevolence, a concern for the well-being of 
those in society entrusted to his care. Supremely, and in 
distinction from the animal, man has a conscience, a rational 
principle of reflection which passes judgment on his own 
actions and those of others, which controls the basic propul¬ 
sions and appetites, and balances self-love with benevolence 
in an ordered, sensible whole. This principle of conscience 
is the superior element in the constitution of human nature. 
To be good is to live by its governance. “The very constitu¬ 
tion of our nature requires, that we bring our whole conduct 
before this superior faculty; wait its determination; enforce 
upon ourselves its authority, and make it the business of our 
lives, as it is absolutely the whole business of a moral agent, 
to conform ourselves to it. This is the true meaning of that 
ancient precept, Reverence thyself''^ 

Thus far Butler traverses the lines of classical Greek moral 

1 Joseph Butler, Sermons (New York: Robert Carter & Bros., 1858), p. xii. 
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theory. The distinctively Christian element follows in his 
attempt to show that the moral theory of the gospels is the 
fullest and most convincing expression of this natural mo¬ 
rality that one could find. The ethical teachings of Jesus 
Christ are normative for Christians, not because they go 
counter to human nature but because obedience to them 
fulfills our true natures and brings the happiness all men 
seek. “To love thy neighbor as thyself^’ is the great moral 
commandment precisely in that it harmonizes private and 
public interest, self-love and benevolence. Even the radical 
and strenuous requirement of love to our enemies, Butler 
takes pains to show, is “in truth the law of our nature” as we 
are benevolent creatures: revenge and retaliation compound 
rather than cancel the injury to social happiness: forgiveness 
brings self-realization and public concord. 

Finally, Butler links this description of the moral life to 
religion by pointing out that the love of God is rightly the 
other part of the great commandment since the final fulfill¬ 
ment of man’s moral and affectional nature can be in nothing 
less than the sum and perfection of all goodness, which is 
God himself. The vision of God, the last and surpassing end 
of man, awaits the next life, however, since the limited and 
partial nature of this life renders impossible the face-to-face 
encounter of the creature with his Creator. 

The Reasonableness of CimisriAN Exincs 

The manifold significance of Butler’s interpretation of 
Christian morality lies in part in the historical context in 
which he undertakes to justify the Christian faith. As the 
sources below indicate, much of his thought turns around 
the problem of self-love and benevolence, a perennial prob¬ 
lem for moral deliberation, but one debated with especial 
urgency in his day. On the one hand, the blunt scepticism of 
Thomas Hobbes had challenged traditional piety and mo¬ 
rality with the claim that man is after all an egoist, and his 
pretensions to kindness and virtue are mere costumes for self- 
interest. Hobbes thoroughly shocked the defenders of tradi- 
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tion and touched oflF a long chain-sequence of complex debate 
about the place of egoism in morality, in which Butler’s 
thought is one chapter and in w'hich he takes the side against 
Hobbes. On the other hand, the kind of fanatic sectarian 
Christianity which makes a fetish of self-denial (“one-half 
of religion” acewding to the Calvinists) Butler finds equally 
untenable. tJe urges Christian morality as the true guide 
of life, since it so sanely l)alances proper self-love with 
benevolence. A sheer unqualified egoism is inadequate as 
the basis for a moral theory, since it overlooks undeniable em¬ 
pirical facts: that men do act out of concern for others and 
that they naturally commend such l)enevolencc in their 
neighbors as they deplore its absence. Nor is the Christian 
life a matter of miserable, unrequited cross-bearing. Tlie 
pursuit of happiness and self-satisfaction for the self parallels 
benevolence, according to the constitution of human nature. 
Thus Butler would solve the problem of self-realization in 
ethics not so much by way of saying that spiritual satisfaction 
is the unconscious and unsought byproduct of selfless devo¬ 
tion (‘Tie that loses his life shall find it.”), as by way of de¬ 
liberately making both self-satisfaction and benevolence, 
private and public benefit, the twin goals of Christian 
behavior. 

It is apparent from what has been said that Butler belongs 
to that tradition within Christian history, classically repre¬ 
sented by St. Thomas, which represents the whole of reality 
as a good and rational haimony. There is no sharp division 
in Butler between the realms of the natural and supernatural, 
betwee^th e dem ands of Christ j.nd the demands of human 
li a tur - e -and of a decent culture, between sinful life and re¬ 
deemed life. Man’s nature he takes to be essentially good, 
and his conscience, his inward monitor of reflection, he does 
not find to be twisted or perverted by sin as have darker 
theologians in Christian thought. The dictates of the natural 
conscience are inherently right and good. Man **h ath t he 
rule of right within; what is wanting is only tKat he honestly 
attendloitT^ . 

2 Ibid., p. 48. 
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Butler’s favorable estimate of human nature is illustrated 
by his treatment of sin. Though some of the sermons give 
sign of Butler s canny insight into human self-deceit an^elf- 
righteousness, for the larger part he describes hu man sin in 
essentially Greek tenns: as disproportion and lack of harmoni¬ 
ous order in livirjg, or as the failure of the principle of 
conscience to maintain the passions in their rightful place, 
and “in having an unreasonable and too great regard for our- 
sedvcs\ in comparison of others.”^ Salvation,Then, if the tenn 
can be properly used, consists in taking greater thought, and 
in paying close^r heed to the dictates of conscience. 

We have noted earlier the autonomous starting point of 
Butler s moral reconstniction, his commencement with natu¬ 
ral man. In what sense now may his ethical theory be called 
Christian, if the theological element be an ingredient neces¬ 
sary for Christian ethics? Butler’s own theological position 
is somewhat uncertain. In one sense, it is plain that he as¬ 
sumes a supernatural Creator of all the parts of man’s being 
and the source and sanction of his conscience. It is also 
evident that he expects a “final distribution of things,” a 
Judgment of God, when all virtue will be rewarded and the 
moral books balanced out of the imbalances of finite life. He 
speaks at length of the life of virtue as “obedience to the will 
of Cod.” Yet withal, the theological element in Butler’s 
thinking is rather more a supplement to his moral theory than 
a foundation. In contrast to Luther, for whom God judges 
and condemns natural morality, or to a Puritan for whom the 
moral life is sustained and renewed by God’s present active 
grace, for Butler religion completes morality rather than 
judges and sustains it. B utler’s God is less the living, wilful 
sovereign of the Puritan and more the abstract Principle 
of Perfect Goodness, who sees to the final coincidence of vir¬ 
tue and happiness, who presides over human operations, but 
remotely, and who, it may not be too much to say, himself 
partakes of the character of the kind and calm reasonableness 
of the English gentler It becomes interesting to compare 

p. 117. 
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this faith of Butlers, as an answer to the Deism of the day, 
with that of the evangelical revivals of Wesley and Edwards 
in the same century. 


SOURCES 


From 

Joseph Butlek: Fifteen Sermons Preached at the Roixs 
Chapel'* 


Upon Human Nature 

For as we have many mcmljors in one 1)ody, and 
all members have not the same office: so we being 
many are one body in Christ, and every one mcml)crs 
one of another.—Rom. 12:4,5. 

Tlie relation which the siCYcral.parts or members of the 
natural Xody have to. each oth er and, tU-lhe wlyqlc body, is 
here CQuapared to the relation which each particular person 
in society has to other particular persons and to the whole 
society; and the latter is intended to be illustrated by the 
Ibnner. And if there be a likeness between these two re¬ 
lations, the consequence is obvious: that the latter shows us 
we were intended to do good to others, as the former shows 
us that tlie several members of the natural body were in¬ 
tended to be instruments of good to each other and to the 
whole body. But as there is scarce any ground for a compari¬ 
son between society and the mere material body, this with¬ 
out the mind being a dead unactive thing; much less can 
the comparison be carried to any length. And since the 
apostle speaks of the several members as having distinct 
ofiBces, which implies the mind; it cannot be thought an un¬ 
allowable liberty, instead of the body and its members, to 
substitute the whole nature of man, and all the variety of 

^ The material following is taken from Joseph Butler: Sermons (New 
York: Robert Carter & Bros., 1858). 
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internal principles which belong to it. And then the compari¬ 
son will be between the nature of man as respecting self, 
and tending to private good, his own preservation and hap¬ 
piness; and the nature of man as having respect to society, 
and tending to promote public good, the happiness of that 
society. These ends do indeed perfectly coincide; and to 
aim at public and private good are so far from being in¬ 
consistent, that they mutually promote each other: yet in 
the following discourse they must be considered as entirely 
distinct; otherwise the nature of man as tending to one, or as 
tending to the other, cannot be compared. There can no 
comparison be made, without considering the things com¬ 
pared as distinct and different. 

From this review and comparison of the nature of man 
as respecting self, and as respecting society, it will plainly 
appear, that there are as real and the same kind of indications 
in human nature, that we were made for society and to do 
good to our fellow creatures; as that we were intended to 
take care of our own life and health and private good: and 
that the same objections lie against one of these assertions, 
as against the other. For, 

First, There is a jujitunilprinciple^f b^ man; 

which is in some degree to society, what scdf-Io ve i s to thn in¬ 
dividual. And if there be in mankind any disposition to 
fFrendship; if there be any such thing as compassion, for 
compassion is momentary lo\'e; if there be any such thing as 
the paternal or filial affections; if there be any affection 
in human nature, the object and end of which is the good of 
another; this is itself benevolence, or the love of another. Be 
it ever so short, be it in ever so low a degree, or ever so un¬ 
happily confined; it proves the assertion, and points out what 
we were designed for, as really as though it were in a higher 
degree and more extensive. I must however remind you 
that though benevolence and self-love are different; though 
the former tends mos Hlir cdtljr to public "goo?, and the latter 
tq^]^yaje: yefThey are so perfectly coincident, that the 
greatest satisfactions to ourselves depend upon our having 
benevolence in a due degree; and that self-love is one chief 
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security of our right behaviour towards society. It may be 
added, that their mutual coinciding, so that we can scarce 
promote one without the other, is equally a proof that we 
were made for both. 

Secondly, This will further appear, from observing that 
the several passions and affections, which are distinct both 
from benevolence and self-love, do in general contribute 
and lead us to public good as really as to private. It might 
be thought too minute and particular, and would carry us too 
great a length, to distinguish between and compare togetlier 
the several passions or appetites distinct from benevolence, 
whose primary use and intention is the security and good of 
society; and the passions distinct from self-love, whose pri¬ 
mary intention and design is the security and good of the 
individual. It is enough to the present argument, that desire 
of esteem from others, contempt and esteem of them, love of 
society as distinct from affection to the good of it, indignation 
against succes.sful vice, that these are public affections or 
passions; have an immediate respect to others, naturally lead 
us to regulate our behaviour in such a manner as will be of 
service to our fellow creatures. If any or all of these may be 
c-onsidered likewise as private affections, as tending to private 
good; this does not hinder them from being public affections 
too, or destroy the good influence of them upon society, and 
their tendency to public good. It may be added, that as per¬ 
sons without any conviction from reason of the desirableness 
of life, would yet of course preserve it merely from the ap¬ 
petite of hunger; so by acting merely from regard (suppose) 
to reputation, without any consideration of the good of 
others, men often contribute to public good. In both these 
instances they are plainly instruments in the hands of 
another, in the hands of Providence, to carry on ends, the 
preservation of the individual and good of society, which 
they themselves have not in their view or intention. The sum 
is, men have various appetites, passions, and particular af¬ 
fections, quite distinct both from self-love and from be¬ 
nevolence: all of these have a tendency to promote both 
public and private good, and may be considered as respect- 
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ing others and ourselves equally and in common: but some 
of them seem most immediately to respect others, or tend 
to public good; others of them mt)st immediately to respect 
self, or tend to private good; as the former are not benevo¬ 
lence, so the latter are not self-love: neither sort are instances 
of our love either to ourselves or others; but only instances 
of our Maker’s care and love both of the individual and the 
species, and proofs that he intended we should be instru¬ 
ments of good to each other, as well as that we should be so 
to ourselves. 

Thirdly, There is a prin ciple of reflec tion in men, by which 
they dis tinguish between, approve and disapprove their own 
actions. We are plainly constituted such sort of creatures 
as to reflect upon our own nature. The mind can take a view 
of what passes within itself, its propensions, aversions, pas¬ 
sions, affections, as respecting such objects, and in such de¬ 
grees; and of the several actions consequent thereupon. In 
this survey it approves of one, disapproves of another, and 
towards a third is affected in neither of these ways, but is 
quite indifferent. This principle in man, bv which ho ap¬ 
proves or disapproves his heart, temper, and actions, is con¬ 
science; for this is the strict sense of the word, though some¬ 
times it is used so as to take in more. And that this faculty 
tends to restrain men from doing mischief to each other, and 
leads them to do good, is too manifest to need being insisted 
upon. Thus a parent has the affection of love to his children: 
this leads him to take care of, to educate, to make due pro¬ 
vision for them; the natural affection leads to this: but the 
reflection that it is his proper business, what belongs to him, 
that it is right and commendable so to do; this added to the 
affection becomes a much more settled principle, and carries 
him on through more labour and difficulties for the sake of 
his children, than he would undergo from that affection 
alone, if he thought it, and the course of action it led to, either 
indifferent or criminal. This indeed is impossible, to do that 
which is good and not to approve of it; for which reason they 
are frequently not considered as distinct, though they really 
are: for men often approve of the actions of others, which 
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they will not imitate, and likewise do that which they ap¬ 
prove not. It cannot possibly be denied, that there is this 
principle of reflection or conscience in human nature. Sup¬ 
pose a man to relieve an innocent person in great distress; 
suppose the same man afterwards, in the fury of anger, to 
do the greatest mischief to a person who had given no just 
cause of offence; to aggravate the injury, add the circum¬ 
stances of former friendship, and obligation from the injured 
person; let the man who is supposed to have done these two 
different actions, coolly reflect upon them afterwards, with¬ 
out regard to their consequences to himself: to assert that 
any common man would be affected in the same way towards 
these different actions, that he would make no distinction 
between them, but approve or disapprove them equally, is 
too glaring a falsity to need being confuted. There is there¬ 
fore this principle of reflection or conscience in mankind. It 
is needless to compare the respect it has to private good, 
with the respect it has to public; since it plainly tends as 
much to the latter as to the former, and is commonly thought 
to tend chiefly to the latter. This faculty is now mentioned 
merely as another part in the inward frame of man, pointing 
out to us in some degree what we are intended for, and as 
what will naturally and of course have some influence. The 
particular place assigned to it by nature, what authority it 
has, and how great influence it ought have, shall be hereafter 
considered. 

From this comparison of benevolence and self-love, of our 
public and private affections, of the courses of life they lead 
to, and of the principle of reflection or conscience as respect¬ 
ing each of them, it is as manifest, that we were made for 
society, and to promote the happiness of it; as that we were 
intended to take care of our ovra life, and health, and private 
good. 

I am afraid it would be thought very strange, if to confirm 
the truth of this account of human nature, and make out the 
justness of the foregoing c'omparison, it should be added, 
that, from what appears, men in fact as much and as often 
contradict that part of their nature which respects self, and 
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which leads them to their own private good and happiness; 
as they contradict that part of it which respects society, and 
tends to public good: that there are as few persons, who at¬ 
tain tlie greatest satisfaction and enjoyment which they 
might attain in the present world; as who do the good to 
others which they might do; nay, that there are as few who 
can be said really and in earnest to aim at one, as at the 
other. Take a survey of mankind: the world in general, the 
good and bad, almost without exception, equally are agreed, 
that were religion out of the case, the happiness of the pres¬ 
ent life would consist in a manner wholly in riches, honours, 
sensual gratifications; insomuch that one scarce hears a 
reflection made upon prudence, life, conduct, but upon this 
supposition. Yet on the contrary, that persons in the greatest 
affluence of fortune are no happier than such as have only a 
competency; that the cares and disappointments of ambition 
for the most part far exceed the satisfactions of it; as also the 
miserable intervals of intemperance and excess, and the 
many untimely deaths occasioned by a dissolute course of 
life; these things are all seen, acknowledged, by every one 
acknowledged; but are thought no objections against, though 
they expressly contradict, this universal principle, that the 
happiness of the present life consists in one or other of them. 
Whence is all this absurdity and contradiction? Is not the 
middle way obvious? Can any thing be more manifest, than 
that the happiness of life consists in these possessed and 
enjoyed only to a certain degree; that to pursue them beyond 
this degree, is always attended with more inconvenience 
than advantage to a man s self, and often with extreme misery 
and unhappiness. Whence then, I say, is all this absurdity 
and contradiction? Is it really the result of consideration in 
mankind, how they may become most easy to themselves, 
most free from care, and enjoy the chief happiness attainable 
in this world? Or is it not manifestly owing either to this, 
that they have not cool and reasonable concern enough for 
themselves to consider wherein their chief happiness in the 
present life consists; or else, if they do consider it, that they 
will not act conformably to what is the result of that con- 
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sideration: i.e. reasonable concern for themselves, or cool 
self-love is prevailed over by passion and appetite. So that 
from what appears, there is no ground to assert that those 
principles in the nature of man, which most directly lead to 
promote the good of our fellow creatures, are more generally 
or in a greater degree violated, than those, which most di¬ 
rectly lead us to promote our own private good and happi¬ 
ness. 

The sum of the whole is plainly this. The nature of man, 
considered in his single capacity, and with respect only to 
the present world, is adapted and leads him to attain the 
greatest happiness he can for himself in the present world. 
The nature of man, considered in his public or .social ca¬ 
pacity, leads him to a right behaviour in society to that 
course of life which we call virtue. Men follow or obey their 
nature in both these capacities and respects to a certain 
degree, but not entirely: their actions do not come up to the 
whole of what their nature leads them to in either of these 
capacities or respects: and they often violate their nature in 
both, i.e. as they neglect the duties they owe to their fellow 
creatures, to which their nature leads them; and are injurious, 
to which their nature is abhorrent; .so there is a manifest 
negligence in men of their real happiness or interest in the 
present world, when that interest is inconsistent with a 
present gratification; for the sake of which they negligently, 
nay, even knowingly, are the authors and instruments of their 
own misery and ruin. Thus they are as often unjust to them¬ 
selves as to others, and for the most part are equally so to 
both by the same actions.® 

Upon the Love of our Neighbour 

And if there be any other commandment, it is 
briefly comprehended in this saying, namely. Thou 
shalt love thy neighbour as thyself.—Rom. 13:9. 

The love of our neighbour is the same with charity, benevo¬ 
lence, or good-will: it is an affection to the good and happi- 

® Ibid., Sermon 1. 
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ness of our fellow creatures. This implies in it a disposition 
to produce happiness; and this is the simple notion of good¬ 
ness, which appears so amiable wherever we meet with it. 
From hence it is easy to see, that the perfection of goodness 
consists in love to the whole universe. This is the perfection 
of Almighty God. 

But as man is so much limited in his capacity, as so small 
a part of the creation comes under his notice and influence, 
and as we arc not used to consider things in so general a way; 
it is not to be thought of, that the universe should be the 
object of benevolence to such creatures as we are. Thus in 
that precept of our Saviour, “Be ye perfect, even as your 
Father which is in heaven is perfect,” the perfection of the 
divine goodness is proposed to our imitation as it is promis¬ 
cuous, and extends to the evil as well as the good; not as it is 
absolutely universal, imitation of it in this respect being 
plainly beyond us. The object is too vast. For this reason 
moral writers also have substituted a less general object for 
our benevolence, mankind. But this likewise is an object too 
general, and very much out of our view. Therefore persons 
more practical have, instead of mankind, put our country; 
and this is what we call a public spirit; which in men of 
public stations is the character of a patriot. But this is speak¬ 
ing to the upper part of the world. Kingdoms and govern¬ 
ments are large; and the sphere of action of far the greatest 
part of mankind is much narrower than the government they 
live under: or, however, common men do not consider their 
actions as affecting the whole c-ommunity of which they are 
members. There plainly is wanting a less general and nearer 
object of benevolence for the bulk of men, than that of their 
country. Therefore the seripture, not being a book of theory 
and speculation, but a plain rule of life for mankind, bas with 
the utmost possible propriety put the principle of virtue upon 
the love of our neighbour; which is that part of the universe, 
that part of mankind, that part of our country, which comes 
under our immediate notice, acquaintance, and influence, 
and with which we have to do. 

This is plainly the true account or reason, why our Saviour 
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places the principle of virtue in the love of our neighbour; 
and the account itself shows who are comprehended under 
that relation. 

Let us now consider in what sense we arc commanded to 
love our neighbour as ourselves. 

This precept, in its first delivery by our Saviour, is thus 
introduced: “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thine 
heart, with all thy soul, and with all thy strength; and thy 
neighl)our as thyself.” These very different manners of ex¬ 
pression do not lead our thoughts to the same measure or 
degree of love, common to both objects; but to one, peculiar 
to each. Supposing then, which is to be supposed, a distinct 
meaning and propriety in the words, as thyself; the precept 
we arc considering will admit of anv of these senses: that we 
bear the same kind of affection to our neighl)our, as wc do to 
ourselves: or, that the lov^e we bear to our neighbour should 
have some certain proportion or other to self-love: or, lastly, 
that it should bear the particular proportion of equality, that 
it be in the same degree. 

First, The precept may be understood as requiring only, 
that we have the same kind of affection to our fellow crea¬ 
tures, as to ourselves: that, as every man has the principle of 
self-love, which disposes him to avoid misery, and consult his 
own happiness; so we should cultivate the affection of good¬ 
will to our neighbour, and that it should influence us to have 
the same kind of regard to him. This at least must be com¬ 
manded: and tliis will not only prevent our being injurious 
to him, but will also put us upon promoting his good. There 
are blessings in life, which we share in common with others; 
peace, plenty, freedom, healthful seasons. But real benevo¬ 
lence to our fellow creatures would give us the notion of a 
common interest in a stricter sense: for in the degree we love 
another, his interest, his joys and sorrows, are our own. It is 
from self-love that we form the notion of private good, and 
consider it as our own: love of our neighbour would teach us 
thus to appropriate to ourselves his good and welfare, to con¬ 
sider ourselves as having a real share in his happiness. Thus 
the principle of benevolence would be an advocate within 
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our ovm breasts, to take care of the interests of our fellow 
creatures in all the interfering and competitions which can¬ 
not but be, from the imperfection of our nature, and the state 
we are in. It would likewise, in some measure, lessen that 
interfering; and hinder men from forming so strong a notion 
of private good, exclusive of the good of others, as we com¬ 
monly do. Thus, as the private affection makes us in a pe¬ 
culiar manner sensible of humanity, justice or injustice, when 
cxt'rcised towards ourselves; love of our neighbour would 
give us the same kind of sensibility in his behalf. This would 
be the greatest security of our uniform obedience to that most 
equitable rule; “Wlralsoever ye would that men should do 
unto you, do ye even so unto them.” 

Secondly, The precept before us may be understood to 
require, that we love our neighbour in some certain propor¬ 
tion or other, according as we love ourseK’es. And indeed a 
man’s character cannot be determined by the love he bears 
to his neighbour, considen'd absolutely: but the proportion 
which this bears to s(*lf-lovc, whether it be attended to or 
not, is the chief thing which forms the character, and influ¬ 
ences the actions. For, as the form of the body is a composi¬ 
tion of various parts; so hkewisc our inward structure is not 
simple or uniform, but a composition of various passions, ap¬ 
petites, affections, together with rationality; including in this 
last both the discernment of what is right, and a disposition 
to regulate ourselves by it. There is greater variety of parts 
in what we call a character, than there are features in a face: 
and the morality of that is no more detennined by one part, 
than the beauty or defonnity of this is by one single feature: 
each is to be judged of by all the parts or features, not taken 
singly, but together. In the inward frame the various pas¬ 
sions, appetites, affections, stand in different respects to each 
other. The principles in our mind may be contradictory, or 
checks and allays only, or incentives and assistants to each 
other. And principles, which in their nature have no kind of 
contrariety or aflSnity, may yet accidentally be each other’s 
allays or incentives. 

Further, the whole system, as I may speak, of affections 
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(including rationality), which constitute the heart, as this 
word is used in Scripture and on moral subjects, are each 
and all of them stronger in some than in others. Now the 
proportion which the two general affections, benevolence 
and self-love, bear to each other, according to this interpre¬ 
tation of the text, denominates men’s character as to virtue. 
Suppose then one man to have the principle of benevolence in 
an higher degree than another: it will not follow from 
hence, that his general temper, or character, or actions, will 
be more benevolent than the other’s. For he may have self- 
love in such a degree as quite to prevail over benevolence; so 
that it may have no influence at all upon his actions; whereas 
benevolence in the other person, though in a lower degree, 
may yet be the strongest principle in his heart; and strong 
enough to be the guide of his actions, so as to denominate 
him a good and virtxious man. The case is here as in scales: 
it is not one weight, considered in itself, which determines 
whether the scale shall ascend or descend; but this depends 
upon the proportion which that one weight hath to the other. 

Thirdly, if the words, as thyself, were to be understood of 
an equality of affection; it would not be attended with those 
consequences, which perhaps may be thought to follow from 
it. Suppose a person to have the same settled regard to 
others, as to himself; that in every deliberate scheme or 
pursuit he took their interest into the account in the same 
degree as his own, so far as an equality of affection would 
produce this: yet he would in fact, and ought to be, much 
more taken up and employed about himself, and his own con¬ 
cerns, than about others, and their interests. For, besides the 
one common affection toward himself and his neighbour, he 
would have several other particular affections, passions, ap¬ 
petites, which he could not possibly feel in common both for 
himself and others: now these sensations themselves very 
much employ us; and have perhaps as great influence as self- 
love. So far indeed as self-love, and cool reflection upon what 
is for our interest, would set us on work to gain a supply of 
our own several wants; so far the love of our neighbour 
would make us do the same for him: but the degree in which 
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we are put upon seeking and making use of the means of 
gratification, by the feeling of those affections, appetites, and 
passions, must necessarily be peculiar to ourselves. 

The general temper of mind which the due love of our 
neighbour would form us to, and the influence it would have 
upon our behaviour in life, is now to be considered. 

The happy influence of this temper extends to every dif¬ 
ferent relation and circumstance in human life. It plainly 
renders a man better, more to be desired, as to all the respects 
and relations we can stand in to each other. The benevolent 
man is disposed to make use of all external advantages in 
such a manner as shall contribute to the good of others, as 
well as to his own satisfaction. His own satisfaction consists 
in this. He will be easy and kind to his dependents, compas¬ 
sionate to the poor and distressed, friendly to all with whom 
he has to do. This includes the good neighbour, parent, 
master, magistrate: and such a behaviour would plainly make 
dependence, inferiority, and even servitude, easy. So that a 
good or charitable man of superior rank in wisdom, fortune, 
authority, is a common blessing to the place he lives in: hap¬ 
piness grows under his influence. This good principle in in¬ 
feriors would discover itself in paying respect, gratitude, 
obedience, as due. It were therefore, methinks, one just 
way of trying one’s own character, to ask ourselves, am I in 
reality a better master or servant, a better friend, a better 
neighbor, than such and such persons; whom, perhaps, I may 
think not to deserve the character of virtue and rehgion so 
much as myself? 

I proceed to consider lastly, what is affirmed of the pre¬ 
cept now explained, that it comprehends in it all others; i.e. 
that to love our neighbour as ourselves includes in it all 
virtues. 

First, It is manifest that nothing can be of consequence to 
mankind or any creature, but happiness. This then is all 
which any person can, in strictness of speaking, be said to 
have a right to. We can therefore owe no man any thing, but 
only to further and promote his happiness, according to our 
abilities. And therefore a disposition and endeavor to do 
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good to all with whom we have to do, in the degree and 
manner which the different relations we stand in to them 
require, is a discharge of all the obligations we are under to 
them. 

As human nature is not one simple uniform thing, but a 
composition of various parts, body, .spirit, appetites, particu¬ 
lar passions, and affections; for each of which reasonable self- 
love would lead men to have due regard, and make suitable 
provision: so society consists of various parts, to which we 
stand in different respects and relations; and just benev'olence 
would as surely lead us to have due regard to each of these, 
and behave as the respective relations require. Reasonable 
good-will, and right behaviour towards our fellow creatures, 
are in a manner the same: only that the former expresseth 
the principle as it is in the mind; the latter, the principle as 
it were become external, i.c. exerted in actions. 

And so far as temperance, sobriety, and moderation in 
sensual pleasures, and the contrary vices, have any rc.spect to 
our fellow creatures, any influence upon their quiet, welfare, 
and happiness; as they always have a real, and often a near 
influence upon it; so far it is manifest those virtues may be 
produced by the love of our neighbour, and that the con¬ 
trary vices would be prevented by it. Indeed if men’s regard 
to themselves will not restrain them from excess; it may be 
thought little probable, that their love to others will be suf¬ 
ficient: but the reason is, that their love to others is not, any 
more than their regard to themselves, just, and in its due 
degree. There are however manifest instances of persons 
kept sober and temperate from regard to their affairs, and the 
welfare of those who depend upon them. And it is obvious to 
every one, that habitual excess, a dissolute course of life, im- 
phes a general neglect of the duties we owe towards our 
friends, our families, and our country. 

From hence it is manifest that the common virtues, and 
the common vices of mankind, may be traced up to benevo¬ 
lence, or the want of it. And this entitles the precept, “Thou 
shalt love thy neighbour as thyself,” to the pre-eminence 
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given to it; and is a justification of the Apostle’s assertion, 
that all other commandments arc comprehended in it: what¬ 
ever cautions and restrictions there are, which might require 
to be considered, if we were to state particularly and at 
length, what is virtue and right behaviour in mankind. 

Secondly, It might be added, that in a higher and more 
general way of consideration, leaving out the particular 
nature of creatures, and the particular circumstances in 
which they are placed, benevolence seems in the strictest 
sense to include in it all that is good and worthy; all that is 
good, which we have any distinct particular notion of. We 
have no clear conception of any positive moral attribtite in 
the supreme Being, but what may be resolved up into good¬ 
ness. And, if we consider a reasonable creature or moral 
agent, without regard to the particular relations and circum¬ 
stances in which he is placed; we cannot c'onceive any thing 
else to come in towards determining whether he is to be 
ranked in a higher or lower class of virtuous beings, but the 
higher or lower degree in which that principle, and what is 
manifestly connected with it, prevail in him. 

That which we more strictly call piety, or the love of God, 
and which is an essential part of a right temper, some may 
perhaps imagine no way connected with benevolence: yet 
surely they must be connected, if there be indeed in being 
an object infinitely good. Human nature is so constituted, 
that every good affection implies the love of itself; i.e. becomes 
the object of a new affection in the same person. Thus, to 
be righteous, implies in it the love of righteousness; to be 
benevolent, the love of benevolence; to be good, the love of 
goodness; whether this righteousness, benevolence, or good¬ 
ness, be viewed as in our own mind, or in another’s: and the 
love of God as a being perfectly good, is the love of perfect 
goodness contemplated in a being or person. Thus morality 
and religion, virtue and piety, will at last necessarily coincide, 
nm up into one and the same point, and love will be in all 
senses the end of the commandment.® 

« Ibid., Sermon XII. 
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Upon the Love of God 

Thou shall love the Lord thy God with all thy 
heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind.— 

By the love of God, I would understand all those regards, 
all those affections of mind which are due immediately to 
him from such a creature as man, and which rest in him as 
their end. As this does not include servile fear; so neither 
will any other regards, how reasonable soever, which respect 
any thing out of or besides the perfection of divine nature, 
come into consideration here. But all fear is not excluded, 
because, his displeasure is itself the natural proper object 
of fear. Reverenee, ambition of his love and approbation, 
delight in the hope or consciousness of it, come likewise into 
this definition of the love of God; because he is the natural 
object of all those affections or movements of mind, as really 
as he is the object of the affection, which is in the strictest 
sense called love; and all of them equally rest in him, as 
their end. And they may all be understood to be implied in 
these words of our Saviour, without putting any force upon 
them: for he is speaking of the love of God and our neigh¬ 
bour, as containing the whole of piety and virtue. 

It is plain that the nature of man is so constituted, as to 
feci certain affections upon the sight or contemplation of 
certain objects. Now the very notion of affection implies 
resting in its object as an end. And the particular affection 
to good characters, reverence and moral love of them, is 
natural to all those who have any degree of real goodness 
in themselves. This will be illustrated by the description of 
a perfect character in a creature; and by considering the 
manner, in which a good man in his presence would be af¬ 
fected towards such a character. He would of course feel 
the affections of love, reverence, desire of his approbation, 
delight in the hope or consciousness of it. And surely all this 
is applicable, and may be brought up to that Being, who is 
infinitely more than an adequate object of all those affec¬ 
tions: whom we are commanded to love with all our heart. 
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with all our soul, and with all our mind. And of these re¬ 
gards towards Ahnighty God, some are more particularly 
suitable to and becoming so imperfect a creature as man, in 
this mortal state we are passing through; and some of them, 
and perhaps other exercises of the mind, will be the employ¬ 
ment and happiness of good men in a state of perfection. 

Resignation to the will of God is the whole of piety: it 
includes in it all that is good, and is a source of the most 
settled quiet and composure of mind. There is the general 
principle of submission in our nature. Man is not so con¬ 
stituted as to desire things, and be uneasy in the want of 
them, in proportion to their known value; many other con¬ 
siderations come in to determine the degrees of desire; par¬ 
ticularly whether the advantage we take a view of be within 
the sphere of our rank. Who ever felt uneasiness, upon 
observing any of the advantages brute creatures have over 
us? And yet it is plain they have several. It is the same with 
respect to advantages belonging to creatures of a superior 
order. Thus, though we see a thing to be highly valuable, yet 
that it does not belong to our wndition of being, is sufficient 
to suspend our desires after it, to make us rest satisfied with¬ 
out such advantage. Now tlicre is just the same reason for 
quiet resignation in the want of every thing equally unat¬ 
tainable, and out of our reach in particular, though others of 
our .species be possessed of it. All this may be applied to the 
whole of life; to positive inconveniences as well as w'ants; not 
indeed to the sensations of pain and sorrow, but to all the 
uneasinesses of reflection, murmuring, and discontent. Thus 
is human nature formed to compliance, yielding, submission 
of temper. We find the principles of it within us; and every 
one exercises it towards some objects or other; i.e. feels it 
with regard to some persons, and some circumstances. Now 
this is an excellent foundation of a reasonable and religious 
resignation. Nature teaches and inclines us to take up with 
our lot: the consideration, that the course of things is un¬ 
alterable, hath a tendency to quiet the mind under it, to beget 
a submission of temper to it. But when we can add, that this 
unalterable course is appointed and continued by infinite 
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wisdom and goodness; how absolute should be our submis¬ 
sion, how entire our trust and dependence! 

Our resignation to the will of God may be said to be per¬ 
fect, when our will is lost and resolved up into his; when we 
rest in his will as our end, as being itself most just, and right, 
and good. And where is the impossibility of such an affec¬ 
tion to what is just, and right, and good, such a loyalty of 
heart to the Governor of the universe, as shall prevail over all 
sinister indirect desires of our owm? Neither is this at bottom 
any thing more than faith, and honesty, and fairness of mind; 
in a more enlarged sense indeed, than those words arc com¬ 
monly used. And as in common cases, fear and hope and 
other passions are raised in us by their respective objects: 
so this submission of heart and soul and mind, this religious 
resignation, would be as naturally produced by our having 
just conceptions of Almighty God, and a real sense of his 
presence with us. In how low a degree soever this temper 
usually prevails amongst men, yet it is a temper right in 
itself; it is what we owe to our Creator; it is particularly suit¬ 
able to our mortal condition, and what we should endeavour 
after for our own sakes in our passage through such a world 
as this; where is nothing upon which we can rf*st or depend; 
nothing but what we are liable to be deceived and disap¬ 
pointed in. Thus we might “acquaint ourselves with God, 
and be at peace.” This is piety and religion in the strictest 
sense, considered as an habit of mind; an liabitual sense of 
CJod’s presence with us; being affected towards him, as pres¬ 
ent, in the manner his superior nature requires from such a 
creature as man: this is to walk with God. 

Let us then suppose a man entirely disengaged from 
business and pleasure, sitting down alone and at leisure, to 
reflect upon himself and his own condition of being. He 
would immediately feel that he was by no means complete of 
himself, but totally insufficient for his own happiness. One 
may venture to afBrm, that every man hath felt this, whether 
he hath again reflected upon it or not. It is feeling this de¬ 
ficiency, that they are unsatisfied with themselves, which 
makes men look out for assistance from abroad; and which 



JOSEPH BUTLER AND ANGUCAN RATIONALISM 351 

has given rise to various kinds of amusements, altogether 
needless any otlierwise than as they serve to fill up the 
blank spaces of times, and so hinder their feeling this de¬ 
ficiency, and being uneasy with themselves. Now, if these 
external things we tixke up with were really an adequate 
supply to this deficiency of human nature, if by their means 
our eapacities and desires were all satisfied and filled up; then 
it might be truly said, that we had found out the proper hap¬ 
piness of man; and so might sit down satisfied, and be at rest 
in the enjovment of it. But if it appears, that the amuse¬ 
ments, which men usually pass their time in, are so far from 
coming up to or answering our notions and desires of hap¬ 
piness, or good, that tliey are really no more than what they 
are commonly called, somewhat to pass away the time; i.e. 
somewhat which serves to turn us aside from, and prevent 
our attending to, this our internal poverty and want; if they 
serve only, or chiefly, to suspend, instead of satisfying our 
conceptions and desires of happiness; if the want remains, 
and we have found out little more than barely the means of 
making it less sensible; then arc we still to seek for somewhat 
to be an adequate supply to it. It is plain that there is a 
capacity in the nature of man, which neither riches, nor 
honours, nor sensual gratifications, nor any thing in this world 
can perfectly fill up, or .satisfy: there is a deeper and more 
essential want, than any of these things can be the supply of. 
Yet surely there is a possibility of .somewhat, which may fill 
up all our capacities of happiness; somewhat, in which our 
souls may find rest; somewhat, which may be to us that satis¬ 
factory good we are inquiring after. But it cannot be any 
thing which is valuable only as it tends to some further end. 
Those therefore who have got this world so much into their 
hearts, as not to be able to consider happiness as consisting 
in any thing but property and possessions, which are only 
valuable as the means to somewhat else, cannot have the 
least glimpse of the subject before us; which is the end, not 
the means; the thing itself, not somewhat in order to it. But if 
you can lay aside that general, confused, undeterminate no¬ 
tion of happiness, as consisting in such possessions; and fix 
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in your thoughts, that it really can consist in nothing but in 
a faculty’s having its proper object; you will clearly see, that 
in the coolest way of c*onsideration, without either tlie heat of 
fanciful enthusiasm, or the wannth of real devotion, nothing 
is more certain, than that an infinite Being may himself be, if 
he pleases, the supply to all the capacities of our nature. All 
the common enjoyments of life are from the faculties he hath 
endued us with, and the objects he hath made suitable to 
them. He may himself be to us infinitely more than all these: 
he may be to us all that we want. As our understanding can 
contemplate itself, and our affections be exercised upon 
themselves by reflection, so may each be employed in the 
same manner upon any other mind: and sinee the supreme 
Mind, the Author and Cause of all things, is the highest pos¬ 
sible object to himself, he may be an adequate supply to all 
the faculties of our souls; a subject to our understanding, and 
an object to our affections.'^ 

FxmTHER Readings 


Prhiuinj Sources 

Butler, Joseph. The Analogy of Religion. New York: Robert Carter & 
Bros., 1846. 

Sermons. New York: Robert Carter & Bros., 1858. 

-. Five Sermons Preached at the Rolls ChapcL arul a Dissertation 

Upon the 'Nature of Virtue. New York: The Liberal Arts Press, Inc., 
1950. (A reprint of five of the fifteen Sermons.) 

Hooker, Richard. Of the Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity. Oxford: The 
Clarendon Press, 1877. 

Secondary Sources 

Broad, C. D. Five Types of Ethical Theory. London: Kegan Paul, Trench, 
Trubner & Co., 1930. 

Duncan-Jones, Austin. Butler's Moral Philosophy, llannondsworth: Pen¬ 
guin Books, 1952. 

More, P. E., and Cross, F. L. (eds.). Anglicanism, the Thought and Prac¬ 
tise of the Church of England, Illustrated from the Religious Literature 
of the Seventeenth Century. Milwaukee: The Morehouse Publishing Co., 
1935. 

Mossner, E. C. Bishop Butler and the Age of Reason. New York: The 
Macmillan Co., 1936. 

Norton, William J. Bishop Butler, Moralist and Divine. New Brunswick: 
Rutgers University Press, 1940. 

7 Ibid., Sermons XIII, XIV. 



chapter 12 

JOHN WESLEY 

Another type of response to the religions needs of eight¬ 
eenth-century England, very different in spirit from that of 
Butler, is to be found in what is called tlie Evangelical Re¬ 
vival, a reformation of faith and morals as ^igniffcahf as 
Tliritanism in the previous century. Although generally as¬ 
sociated with the work of John Wesley and his Methodist 
preachers, he was not the sole leader in the movement; there 
were others, Spencr, Franck, the Moravians on the Con¬ 
tinent, and especially George Whitefield in England, who 
were at work even before Wesley. He stands, therefore, as one 
among many representing the revival of the faith of the Ref¬ 
ormation. The development of the new denomination of 
Methodism, which Wesley himself resisted, incidentally, is 
quite secondary to the profound transformation of English 
life and manners, permeating all churches, the established 
Church of England as much as any, which was the fruit of 
this renewal. 

The culture into which Wesley came was, by the common 
testimony of historians, in the throes of an economic transi¬ 
tion to urban industrialism accompanied by political corrup- 
lion ahd Teligious~decJine. The Church of England had lost 
prestige sihee ttie revolution. Its c lergy was accused of cor- 
ruptio n''and ignorance by the Deists, of dead traditionalism 
hy the moderni^s of the day. Indeed it had probably lost 
touch with large masses of the people, not only with the 
strong middle class, which had an affinity with noncon¬ 
formity, but also with the new industrial workers. Its natural 
connec tion seemed to lie with the old landed classes and the 
ruraTworkers. It represented old England and in outlook 
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and concern was quite inept in meeting the spiritual needs 
of the new industrialism. 

Wesley’s life (1703-91) almost spans the century. The son 
of a high-church AngUcan divine, brought up in an at¬ 
mosphere of devout'piety, the young Wesley first gave signs 
of his later development during his graduate days at Oxford. 
Along with his brother Charles and a few others who were 
trou bled by the casual manner, of xeligious and moral observ¬ 
ances in the university community, John Wc.sley joined a club 
v^dse purpose was the methodical development of religious 
self-discipline and works of charity. This “Holy Chib,” as it 
was sneeringly called by more easy-going fellow students, 
may have been characterized by some prim self-righteous¬ 
ness, but its members w'ere profoundly serious, self-critical 
men. 

At the age of thirty-two Wesley ventured with his brother 
on a missionary enterprise to Georg ia, under Governor Ogle¬ 
thorpe, to establish churches among the white settlers and to 
bring ChristianityLto the Indians. In this task he was almost 
a complete'^failure. Neither Indians nor colonists took to the 
stiff high-chiirch ways of the young missionary. Wesley be¬ 
came increasingly uncertain of his own faith, and this un¬ 
certainty was deepened by his shipboard contact with some 
h^ravian mi^ionarieSj who lived by a kind of intellectually 
sim^e and unself-conscious trust which both troubled and 
attracted him. 

Returning to England in this mood he made further ex¬ 
plorations into Moravian piety and the mysticism that lay 
behind it. Some resolution of his inner turmoil he experi¬ 
enced in 1738 at a mission chapel at Alde rsg atc, where he 
found a new emotional assurance of faith ymich served to 
undergird, though not displace, his intellectualism and 
methodical moral self-discipline. Still another conversion, 
perhaps as significant for the subsequent revival as Alders- 
gate, took place when, against all his churchly inclinations, 
he was persuaded by George Whitefield to follow his example 
in preaching to the people in the streets and fields of western 
England. 
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Field preaching was regarded by proper Englishmen of 
Wesley’s day much as modem Protestants would look on 
tent-meeting revivalism or “store-front” churches. Yet it 
proved enormously successful. Wesley records crowds of 
ten and fifteen thousand who came to hear him preach, 
sometimes at five in the morning before going to work. What 
these folk heard was solid Christian doctrine and Biblical 
morality, cast in clear and c-ogent language. As one reads 
Wesley’s or Whitefield’s sermons today, laden as they are 
with Biblical quotations and unrelieved by dramatic illustra¬ 
tion, one wonders what it was about them that constituted 
such a striking appeal. In pa rt, no doubt, their success was 
due to the dramatic situation in which they were preached: 
We.sley standmig bn a stump or a tombstone in a churchyard, 
talking to people largely unnoticed by the church, emo¬ 
tionally and intellectually starved. In greater part it was 
due to the inward appeal of the message which ’\y,e5ley 
preached in all seasons; Cod’s saving grace available for all 
inJivicIuals, the lowly and the dispossessed as much as the 
privileged. 

Wesley’s unconventional activity, and that of his lay fel¬ 
low preachers, at the first brought sharp opposition. He was 
often the target for heckling, rotten fruit, and bricks to the 
peril of his life. Protest came not only from the rowdy cle¬ 
ment of the mob, and grog-shop keepers who were losing 
trade, but also from the dignitaries and ofiicials of the church, 
who were horrified at the informal, not to say riotous, goings- 
on and the “enthusiasm” of the revival. Things were not 
being done in decency and good order when the faith was 
entmsted to “a ragged legion of preaching barbers, c'obblers, 
tinkers, scavengers, draymen, and chimney-sweepers.” 

From 1739 when he began his field preaching until his 
death, Wesley was prodigiously active in travel, preaching, 
study, and writing. He was a st odent of contemporary sci¬ 
ence and philosophy as well as theology. He crisscrossed 
England many times, traveling some 225,000 miles alto¬ 
gether, in a day when travel was a hardship, at first on horse¬ 
back (with a loose rein, so that he could study his books as 
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he rode), later by carriage. He had a genius for practical 
organization. He set up and administered a wide network of 
“class meetings” or “bands” whose discipline, in financial as 
much as in moral matters, he controlled with great pastoral 
skill and a firm hand. 

The Theology of the Revival 

Wesley nowhere gives a systematic summa of Christian 
theology and ethics. Though he regarded his Standard 
Sermons as normative doctrine for his societies, they are 
themselves occasional pit^ces. An over-all analysis of his 
writings, however, reveals an inner integrity to his thought, 
with certain distinctive stresses which taken together char¬ 
acterize the evangelical ideal of the Christian life. 

In the main, Wesley lays no claim to novel doctrine; he 
calls his listeners back to the essential principles of Biblical 
Christianity. The distress of England, he feels, lies not in the 
inadequacy of its professed standards, but in its moral de¬ 
fection in practice from the principles it acknowledges in 
t he ory. As with so many periods of reformation in the his¬ 
tory of Christianity, familiar but neglected doctrines are 
brought to life again for the common people. In his sermons 
and letters and treatises he treats the traditional tenets of 
the Christian faith not as intellectual abstractions, to be 
logically debated and tidily arranged into a philosophy, but 
as matters of life and death to be experienced in the heart 
and seriously lived out. 

The tradition of Christianity has many facets. Wesley’s 
particular understanding of tradition is something different 
from that of the scholasticism of the Roman church, or from 
mysticism, either of the medieval or Quaker sort, which 
Wesley disclaimed as too quietistic. There is much of tlie 
Puritan in Wesley: He said of himself he was “ within a 
hajr’s breadth of Calvinism.” But his i^ress on human free 
will, over against the Calvinistic theory of divine decree, and 
on the possibility of perfection in this life, puts him at con¬ 
siderable remove from the Puritanism of his day and in a 
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somewhat median position between Ca lvin ism and Arminian- 
ism^ the view which, shortly speaKing, lays re^onsihility Tor 
human salyation as much upon man as upon GodT” Nor Hoes 
Wesley eyer lose the marks of his Anglican training. Thus 
one can detect many different strands in his thought. 

What seems to be the genius of the Methodist revival is 
a particular combination of (1) Puritanism with (2) the sec¬ 
tarian ideal of a “scriptural holiness” fiTbe lived perfectly in 
this life, and with (3) the pietism typified by the Moravians, 
which holds the inward change of heart in conversion, as the 
simple trust of the believer in Christ, to be the essence of 
religion. 

The sectarian ideal is seen in the fact that the early 
Methodists feel themselves to be a “new cornmunity,” “going 
on to perfection,” who had made a radical break w'ith their 
own past and the ways of the world. They arc not more-or- 
Icss Christians, treating religion as a healthful hobby or a 
pleasant cultural adornment. They strive to be “total” Chris¬ 
tians, sayed by faith in Christ and living now under his 
tutelage in strict moral group and self discipline. Whereas 
one type of sectarianism tends toward an actual physical 
withdrawal from the world into some sort of separate and 
insulated mode of living, the new community of M ethodis ts 
lives within English culture, as leaven in the lump, “in the 
world but not of the world.” Wesley made it his goal “to 
reform the nation, and more c.spcci'ally the Church, and to 
spread Scriptural Holiness over the land.” He countenanced 
no separation from the Church of England, though the inner 
sectarian impetus of his revival led after his death to the 
formation of a new church. The_mernbers of his societies 
were not to forego their citizenship in the economic and 
pblificaT liTe of England, but to work within it heartily and 
pafno^ally. Siich an ideal is clearly akin to the Puritanism 
of Richard Baxter, which goes its way physically amid the 
world, subscribing to its laws, buying and selling in its 
markets, yet withal separating itself spiritually from all the 
world s lusts and prides. 

Pietism provides also a strong influence. Wesley’s own 
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contact with the Moravians and his conversion at Aldersgate, 
a “hear t-wa rming” rather than a head-clearing experience, 
leads TTim to stress the inward consecration of the devoted 
heart over doctrinal exactitude or a moral legalism, important 
though doctrine and morality are, as the sine qua non of true 
religion. Though the Anglican in him resists the excesses of 
emotionalism which came with his revival, the ardent hvmn- 
singing and the testimonials of Methodist meetings seem to 
him valid expressions of new conviction. The fervency of the 
Methodist’s faith is not s omething opposed to reason: Wesley 
consistently justifies the Christian way to the eighteenth-cen¬ 
tury mind as the truly reasonable one. But this inner religion 
of the heart is something undemeatli reason which the sim¬ 
ple can experience while the experts debate. He decries 
not the forms of the Anglican worship of his day but its 
formalism, which substitutes the externals of its worship and 
the proprieties of polite behavior for authentic religion. “I 
take religion to be,” he once wrote in a letter, “not the bare 
saying over so many prayers, morning and evening, in public 
or in private, nor anything superadded now and then to a 
careless or worldly life; but a constant ruling habit of soul, 
a renewal of our minds in the ima gFoTCod, a recovery of the 
divine lik eness, a still-increasing conformity of heart and 
life t o the pattern of.pur most holy Redeemer.” 

Christian Perfection 

The passage quoted above suggests one of the distinctive 
elements of Wesley’s preaching: the doct rine of Christian 
perfecti on The term itself is a troublesome one, andthe Tong 
controversy over this doctrine in which Wesley finds himself 
is due to the misunderstanding of his opponents about what 
he means and to some confusion of his own about its implica¬ 
tions. For the idea of Christian perfection Wesley is indebted 
to certain New Testament passages, but more especially to 
three devotional classics, Willia m La w’s Ch ristian Perfec tion. 
JeremyJEaylor’s Ilcdy. hiving, and The Imitation of Christ 
by the medieval mystic 'IhomM a Kempis. 
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By the term “Christian perfection” Wesley does not mean 
that natural man is innocent and pure, or tW he c^ make 
himself perfect through the use of intelligence or a discipline 
of moral gymnastics. Wesley acknowledges, with the ortho¬ 
dox theology of his day, that “n atural” man since Adam is 
cornet, a child of self-will and pride. For the strict Calvinist, 
however, the . saving g race brought to sinful man by Jesus 
Christ is only p artially and precariously possessed now by the 
believer, who needs to await the next life for the '“state of 
glory.” Wesley, on the other hand, is prepared to say that 
if Jesus Christ is to be called the Saviour of men, he really 
saves them from sin in a way that is certain and tliat can be 
enjoyed even within the bounds of finite life. There is, to be 
sure, an after-life (as there is a “wrath to come”), into which 
one may go from glory into glory, but perfection need not 
await that day. To We.sley, the message of the Gospel (“the 
good news”) indubitably assures this as possible in this life 
for those who are born again. 

Perfection for Wesley is a dominantly volitional concept. 
That is, the truly saved t)r “justjficd” man is one whose will 
is rightly turned tow'ard God, away from self, an orientation 
which cle anses man from the essential sin and gives his life 
a primally right direction. It is a perfection of intention, not 
a state of arrival or completion. He writes: “In one view, it 
is purity of intention, dedicating all the life to God. It is 
giving God all our heart; it is one desire and design ruling 
all our tempers. It is the devoting, not a part, but all, our 
soul, body, and substance to God. In another view, it is all 
the mind which was in Chri.st, enabling us to walk as Christ 
walked. It is the ciremneision of tlie heart from all filthiness, 
all inward as well as outward pollution. It is a renewal of 
the heart in the whole image of God, the full likeness of Him 
that created it. In yet another, it is the loving God with all 
our heart, and our neighbor as ourselves.”^ 

“Lov e” is thus the k^ w ord in Wesley’ s understanding pi 
perfection, “the very essence of it,” as he affirmed. Christian 

^ John Wesley, A Plain Account of Christian Perfection, sec. 27. 
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love, as a gift from God felt in the heart of the believer, issues 
in “the love of our neighl)or; a calm, generous, disinterested 
benevolence to every child of man. This earnest, steady 
good-wiU to our fellow-creatures never flowed from any 
fountain but gratitude to our Creator.” 

Perfection does not mean deliverance from mistaken judg¬ 
ments, from bodily infirmities, “the thousand natural .shocks 
tliat flesh is heir to,” or from temptation. Moreover, there 
is no guarantee that once gained, it may not be lost. On the 
moot question whether perfection means an actual incapacity 
to commit sin, Wesley is somewhat uncertain. At times, in his 
more extravagant moments, he implies that perfection means 
a state of assured sinlessness; in more cautious moments, he 
admits that the saved Christian may morally err. Of one 
thing he is certain: “There is no perfection . . . which does 
not admit of a continual increase. So that now how much 
soever any man has attained, ... he hath still need to 
‘grow in grace’ and daily to advance in the knowledge and 
love of God his Saviour.” He is equally sure that the “new 
life ” of man in Christ, achieved in tlic radical about-face of 
conversion, also entails continual discipline in the moral life. 
There is no ground to support the claim of a sceptic that 
Wesley substitutes a “justification by feeling” for the Refor¬ 
mation principle of “justification by faith.” For the element 
of moral discipline is indigenous to the experience of C“onver- 
sion, and Wesley spells out that discipline in specific form. 
It has been noted that Wesley here conjoins the Protestant 
emphasis on sudden conversion with the Catholic element 
of gradual discipline. Perhaps it is more simply explained 
by saying that he reasserts the Biblical motif that the King¬ 
dom of God is both gift and demand and that grace does not 
dispense with law. Both the conversion by God’s grace and 
the discipline of scrupulous moral improvement are neces¬ 
sary—the foimer to save the Christian life from an anxious 
and calculating spirit of self-salvation by “works”; the latter 
to save it from a lawlessness which might claim that “to feel 
saved” is all that is necessary. 
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Individual and Social Salvation 

One of the central and perennial questions of Christian 
ethics, as well as sociological theory, has to do with the rnode 
of social change. Put oversimply, is society to be recon¬ 
structed from within, by the changed individuals within it, 
or reconstructed from without, by institutional changes 
which will provide a context favorable to the development of 
individuals? The Wesleyan revival, and its impact on English 
and American culture, is important to study in terms of this 
alternative, “individual” or “social” salvation. 

At first ^ance it appears that Wesley follows the line of 
traditional Protestantism, over against environmentali.sm, in 
choosing the “changed heart” as the all-importaht thing. 
“You have nothing to do but to save souls,” he told his 
Methodist preachers. Wesley had no notion of seeking to 
redeem society through legislation. On the contrary, he 
would have opposed the whole philosophy of the “welfare 
state” had it been suggested in his day. Politically he was a 
conservative Tory, thoroughly loyal to the Crown, in an era 
when the Georges on the throne were hardly models of 
Christian perfection. His Calm Address to our American 
Colonies was a highly influential tract popularizing the com¬ 
mon arguments against the American Revolution. He coun¬ 
seled his ministers against preaching on politics, "Scept 
where they might support the king; certainly they were not 
“to meddre with those given to change.” He feared the poor 
of England as a political bloc as much as he loved them in¬ 
dividually. It becomes quite false, then, to claim Wesley as 
an intentional contributor to the democratic political ferment 
of tliat century, at least in so far as democracy is defined in 
terms of tlie French Revolution. 

On the other hand, there were factors in the evangelical 
revival which proved in time socially revolutionary. Its 
spiritual reformation of life worked out from within to effect 
as its by-product economic amelioration and improved cul¬ 
tural institutions. The evangelical pietism of the Methodists 
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means primarily an inward change of heart. But such 
change is rxot a private affair. True faith involves works 
of charity, just as the love of God, “the one perfect good,” in¬ 
volves the love of neighbor. Methodism is as intensely social 
as it is iiitcnselv inward. Salvation does not mean a private 
preparation for heaven; it means a life of moral purity and 
social concern. 

'IVesley was by no means blind to the tragic maladjirst- 
ments which the Industrial Revolution brought in his life¬ 
time. In traditional Protestant fashion he located the source 
of this maladjustment not in the machine, nor in industrialism 
itself, but in “ungodliness” and \ ice. But his Journal records 
his burning concern with the bleak poverty and the coarse 
living of the crowds who came to hear him. He himself was 
unflaggingly bu.sy in all sorts of social salvage and social re¬ 
form enterprises. He visite d English prisons many times, 
preaching to their inmates and commenting bitterly in his let¬ 
ters on the misery of prison conditions, lie set up a simple 
loan society among bis Methodists to help keep his poor 
followers from the clutches of the pawnbrokers and out of 
debtors’ prisons. He fougjit hard liquor as much for economic 
as for moral reasons. He edited a Christian Library, fifty 
voliunes of extracts from Christian literature, for popular 
use. He established a free medical dispensary and wrote a 
book of simple home remedies for sickness called Primitive 
Physic, which ran to twenty-three editions. He established a 
home for widows and a school for poor children. lie joined 
with a few valiant Quakers in the unfashionable opposition 
to slavery. In his last letter, written to William Wilberforce, 
encouraging him in the battle to abolish slavery in England 
and even America, be wrote: “A man who has a black .skin, 
being wronged or outraged by a w'hite man, can have no 
redress; it being a law in all our Colonics that the oath of a 
black against a white goes for nothing. What villainy is this.” 
For Wesley, it would seem clear that “saving souls” involves 
personal love and social justice. 

In the twentieth century, when the Christian conscience 
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has become sensitive as much to the dangers of uninhibited 
capitalism as to communism, Wesley’s econo mic ethics, set 
forth in the se;rmon On tlwJJse of M o ney, m aj^eem an un¬ 
warranted baptism of fre e enter prise with the holy water of 
Christianit)'. At the least it looks like a clear example of the 
theses of Weber and of Tawncy discussed in Chapter 10: that 
the P rotestant spirit gives a_.moral sanction to capitalistic 
pursuits. YetiT one exaTuines this economic morality in terms 
6f”fTre historical context in which it was set forth, one may 
grasp more readily its ameliorative influence. Wesley’s mes¬ 
sage—“giiin all you can, save all you can, give all you can”— 
is i\d.drossed' noFTo “capitali.sfs,“ well-dressed vestrymen in 
“uptown” churches, but to manual workers and the disin¬ 
herited, who have a hind time scraping iip the bnc-pcnny 
dues used by the Methodist societies for charity work. Wes¬ 
ley preaches to these folk essentially the principle of vocation 
and Calvinistic stewardship. What one acquires by way of 
earthly goods is to be acqtiired diligently and honestly with¬ 
out hurt to another, “ gave q11 yon enn ” does not mean to in¬ 
vest or hoard. It means simplici^ of living: to ^yaste noting, 
to spend nothing on cheap or dcgi’ading pastimes. And “give 
all you Ciiii” means the sacrificial mutual sharing among 
the poor, not the handouts of the rich from their superfluity. 
The practice of this ethic gives a religious impetus to Meth¬ 
odists to combat the depressing economic and cultural forces 
arrayed against them, to become self-respecting and reliable 
workers, to buy books instead of gin, to rise economically, 
and to educate their children. 

In consequence, even in Wesley’s lifetime, Methodism 
began to take on the “middle-class” features which it has 
today. Many Methodists became wealthy. This was a result 
Wesley had not anticipated. Towards the close of his career 
he became as concerned about the danger of riches as he 
had been earlier about the misery of poverty. He saw an in¬ 
verse ratio between material prosperity and religious zeal. 
His economic ethic may in retrospect seem as quite too 
simple a solution to a problem which is the perennial baffle- 
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ment of the conscientious Christian. But if one measures 
the England before Wesley against the England after Wesley 
by the yardstick of economic equality, it would be difficult 
to gainsay the cultural benefits of his teaching. 

There is partial truth in the claim often made that Wesley 
saved England from such a revolution as tore France asunder. 
Wesley’s political conservatism had the effect of quenching 
any politically revolutionary sparks that might have ignited 
in his societies. At the same time, his spiritual message had 
the effect of removing the economic ceiling put upon the 
poor, thus counteracting the polarization of classes which was 
in part the source of the revolt of tire French proletariat. In 
this economic sense, and in the spiritual sense that it gave an 
increased self-respect to those who thought they had no place 
in society, the effect of Methodism was a democratizing one. 
There is testimony to this in the horrified statement of the 
Duchess of Buckingham, who described the doctrines of the 
Methodist preachers as “most repulsive and tinctured with 
impertinence and disrespect toward their superiors, in per¬ 
petually endeavoring to level all ranks and do away with all 
distinctions. It is monstrous to be told that you have a heart 
as sinful as the common wretches that crawl the earth. This 
is highly offensive and insulting.” 

The Evangelical Revival is of great importance both in 
its own right as a resurgence of the serious, self-disciplined 
Christianity manifested over and over again in history, and 
also in its ethics as a kind of transitional link between the 
Puritanism of the seventeenth centuiy' and the “social” 
Christianity of the nineteenth. It retains much of Puritanism: 
its strict discipline of “innerworldly ascetism,” its sharp 
dualism between the way of the Christian and the way of 
the world, its individualism, its stress on godliness. But 
We.sley’s ethic, though as much in by-product as in inten¬ 
tion, has new social features which go beyond the spirit of 
John Bunyan, Jeremy Taylor, or Richard Baxter. There is 
considerably more domestication of the Christian in his cul- 
tmre, less preoccupation with the life beyond. The require- 
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ments of Christian perfection and of the moral purifying of 
life apply now to economic, cultural, and recreational prac¬ 
tices, not merely to the self in private. The disciplines of 
charity, feeding the hungry, welcoming the stranger, clothing 
the naked, visiting the sick and imprisoned, were given a 
special urgency as the marks of true conversion. In all these 
things, the Methodist revival foreshadows—while it remains 
significantly different from—the Christian Socialist movement 
in nineteenth-century England and the Social Gospel in 
America. 


SOURCES 


From 

John Wesley: Christian Perfection® 

Not as though I had already attained, either were 
already perfect.—Phil. 3:12. 

There is scarce any expression in holy writ, which has 
given more offence than this. The word “perfect” is what 
many cannot bear. The very sound of it is an abomination to 
them; and whosoever preaches perfection (as the phrase is), 
that is, asserts that it is attainable in this life, runs great haz¬ 
ard of being accounted by them worse than a heathen man 
or a publican. 

And hence, some have advised, wholly to lay aside the use 
of those expressions, “because they have given so great of¬ 
fence.” But are they not found in the oracles of God? If so, 
by what authority can any messenger of God lay them aside, 
even though all men should be offended? We have not so 
learned Christ; neither may we thus give place to the devil. 
Whatsoever God hath spoken, that will we speak, whether 

2 This and the following sermon are taken from John Wesley, Standard 
Sermons, ed. E. H. Sugden (2 vols.; London: Epworth Press, 1921). 
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men will hear, or whether they will forbear; knowing, that 
then alone can any minister of Christ be “pure from the blood 
of all men,” when he hath “not shunned to declare unto them 
all the counsel of God.” 

We may not, therefore, lay these expressions aside, seeing 
they are the words of God and not of man. But we may and 
ought to explain the meaning of them; that those who are 
sincere of heart may not err to the right hand or left, from 
the mark of the prize of their high calling. And this is the 
more needful to be done, because, in the verse already re¬ 
peated, the Apostle speaks of himself as not perfect: “Not,” 
saith he, “as though I were already perfect.” And yet im¬ 
mediately after, in the fifteenth verse, he speaks of himself, 
yea, and many others, as perfect: “Let us,” saith he, “as many 
as be perfect, be thus minded.” 

In What Sense Christians Are Not Perfect 

In the first place, I shall endeavour to show', in w'hat sense 
Christians are not perfect. And both from experience and 
Scripture it appears, first, that they are not perfect i n knowl- 
^(^e: they are not .so perfect in this life as to t)e free from 
Ignorance. They know, it may be, in common with other 
men, many things relating to the present w'orld; and they 
know', with regard to the world to come, the general truths 
which God hath revealed. They know likewise (what the 
natural man receiveth not; for these things are spiritually 
discerned) “what manner of love” it is, wherewith “the 
Father” hath loved them, “that they should be called the 
sons of God.” They know the mighty working of His Spirit 
in their hearts; and the wisdom of His providence, directing 
all their paths, and causing all things to work together for 
their good. Yea, they know in every circumstance of life 
what the Lord requireth of them, and how to keep a con¬ 
science void of offence both toward God and toward man. 

But innumerable are the things which they know not. 
Touching the Almighty Himself, they cannot search Him out 
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to perfection. Neither is it for them to know the times which 
He hath in part revealed by His servants and prophets since 
the world began. Much less do they know when God, having 
“accomplished the number of His elect, will hasten His king¬ 
dom”; when “the heavens shall pass away with a great noise, 
and the elements shall melt with fervent heat.” 

They know not the reasons even of many of His present 
dispensations with the sons of men; but are eonstrained to 
rest here: Though “clouds and darkness are round about Him, 
righteousness and judgment are the habitation of Ilis seat.” 
Yea, often with regard to His dealings with themselves, doth 
their Lord say unto them, “What I do, thou knowest not now; 
but thou shalt know hereafter.” And how little do they know 
of what is ever before them, of even the visible works of His 
hands; how “He spreadeth the north over the empty plaee, 
and hangeth the earth upon nothing”; how He unites all the 
parts of this vast machine by a secret chain, which cannot be 
broken. So great is the ignorance, so very little the knowl¬ 
edge, of even the best of men! 

No one, then, is so perfect in this life, as to be free from 
ignorance. Nor, secondly, from mistake: which indeed is al¬ 
most an unavoidab le ..consequence , of it; seeing those who 
“know but in part” arc ever liable to err touching the things 
which they know not. It is true, the children of God do not 
mistake as to the things essential to salvation: they do not 
“put darkness for light, or light for darkness”; neither “seek 
death in the error of their life.” For they are “taught of God”; 
and the way which He teaches them, the way of holiness, is 
so plain, that “tlie wayfaring man, though a fool, need not err 
therein.” But in things unessential to salvation they do err, 
and that frequently. The best and wisest of men are fre¬ 
quently mistaken even with regard to facts; believing those 
things not to have been which really were, or those to have 
been done which were not. Or, suppose they are not mis¬ 
taken as to the fact itself, they may be with regard to its 
circumstances; believing them, or many of them, to have 
been quite different from what, in truth, they were. And 
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hence cannot but arise many farther mistakes. Hence they 
may believe eitlier past or present actions which were or are 
evil, to be good; and such as were or are good, to be evil. 

Nay, with regard to the holy Scriptures themselves, as 
they are to avoid it, the best of men are liable to mistake, and 
do mistake day bv day; especially with respect to those parts 
thereof which less immediately relate to practice. Hence, 
even the children of God are not agreed as to the interpreta¬ 
tion of many places in holy writ; nor is their difference of opin¬ 
ion any proof that they are not the children of God, on either 
side; but it is a proof that we are no more to expect any living 
man to be infallible, than to be omniscient. 

Even Christians, therefore, are not so perfgct_6s to be free 
either from ignorance or error: we may,, thirdly add, nor^ 
from infirmities . Only let us take care to understand this 
'viwd aright: only let us not give that soft title to known sins, 
as the manner of some is. So, one man tells us, “Every man 
has his infirmity, and mine is drunkenness”; another has the 
infirmity of xmcleanuess; another, that of taking God’s holy 
name in vain; and yet another has the infirmity of calling his 
brotlier, “Thou fool,” or retuniing “railing for railing.” It is 
plain that all you who thus speak, if ye repent not, shall, with 
your infirmities, go quick into hell! But I mean hereby, not 
only those which are properly termed bodily infirmit ies, but 
^11 thos^mward-or oiitward imperfections which are not of 
a moral nature. Such are the/ weakn ess or slowness o f under- 
sfahdih^ dullness or confusedness of apprehension, incoher¬ 
ency of thought, irregular quickness or heaviness of imagi¬ 
nation. Such (to mention no more of this kind) is the want of 
a ready or retentive memory. Such, in another kind, are 
those which are commonly, in some measure, consequent 
upon these; namely, slowness of speech, impropriety of lan¬ 
guage, ungracefulness of pronunciation; to which one might 
add a thousand nameless defects, either in conversation or 
behaviour. These are the infirmities which are found in the 
best of men, in a larger or smaller proportion. And from 
these none can hope to be perfectly freed, till the spirit re¬ 
turns to God that gave it. 
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Nor can we expect, till then, to be wholly free from temp¬ 
tation. Such perfection belongeth not to this life. It is true, 
fEei^arc those who, being given up to work all unclean¬ 
ness with greediness, scarce perceive the temptations which 
they resist not; and so seem to be without temptation. There 
are also many whom the wise enemy of souls seeming to be 
fast asleep in the dead form of godliness, will not tempt to 
gross sin, lest they should awake before they drop into ever¬ 
lasting burnings. But this state will not last always; as we 
may learn from that single consideration, that the Son of 
Cod Himself, in the days of His flesh, was tempted even to 
the end of His life. Therefore, so let his servant expect to 
be; for “it is enough that he be as his Master.” 

Christian perfection, therefore, does not imply (as some 
men seem to have imagined) an exemption either from ig¬ 
norance, or mistake, or infirmities, or temptations. Indeed, 
it is only another term for holiness. They are two names for 
the same thing. Thus, ever\’ one that is holy is, in the Scrip¬ 
ture sense, perfect. Yet we may, lastly, observe, that neither 
in this respect is there any absolute perfection on earth. 
There is no “perfection of degrees,” as it is termed; none 
which does not admit of a continual increase. So that how 
much soever any man has attained, or in how high a degree 
soever he is perfect, he hath still need to “grow in grace,” and 
daily to advance in the knowledge and love of God his 
Saviour. 


In What Sense Christians Are Perfect 

In what sense, then, are Christians perfect? This is what I 
shall endeavor, in the second place, to show. But it should 
be premised, that there are several stages in Christian life, as 
in natural; some of the children of God being but new-born 
babes, otliers having attained to more maturity. 

But even babes in Christ are in such a sense perfect, or 
bom of God (an expression taken also in divers senses), as, 
first, not to commit sin. 

Now, the Word of God plainly declares, that even those 
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who are justified, who are l)om again in the lowest sense, 
“do not continue in sin”; that they cannot ‘live any longer 
therein”; that they are “planted together in the likeness of 
the death” of Christ; that their “old man is crucified with 
Him,” the body of sin being destroyed, so that henceforth 
they do not serve sin; that, being dead with Christ, they are 
fi^ from s in; that they are “dead unto sin, cind alive unto 
God”; that “sin hath no more dominion over them,” who are 
“not under the law, but under gracc^; but that these, “being 
free from sin are become the serv'ants of righteousness.” 

The very least which can bo implied in these v'ords, is, 
that the persons spoken of therein, namely, all real Christians, 
or believers in Christ, are made free from outward sin. For 
this ceasing from sin, if it be interpreted in the lowest sense, 
as regarding only the outward behaviour, must denote the 
ceasing from the outward act, from any outward .transgres- 
sion of the law . 

In conformity, therefore, to the whole tenor of the New 
Testament, we fix this conclusion,—a Christian is so far per¬ 
fect, as not to commit sin. 

This is the glorious privilege of every Christian; yea, 
tliough he be but a babe in Christ. But it is only of those who 
are strong in the Lord, “and have overcome the wicked one,” 
or rather of those who “have known Him that is from the be¬ 
ginning,” that it can be affirmed they are in such a sense per¬ 
fect, as, secondly, to be freed from evil thoughts and evil 
tempers. First, from evil or sinful thoughts. But here let it 
Be observed, that thoughts concerning evil are not always 
evil thoughts; that a thought concerning sin, and a sinful 
thought, are widely different. A man, for instance, may 
think of a murder which another has committed; and yet 
this is no evil or sinful thought. 

Every one of these can say with St. Paul, “I am crucified 
with Christ: nevertheless I five; yet not I, but Christ liveth 
in me,”—words that manifestly describe a deliverance from 
inward as well as from outward sin. 

He, therefore, who liveth in true believers hath “purified 
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their hearts by faith”; insomuch that every one that hath 
Christ in him, the hope of glory, “purifieth himself, even as 
He is pure.” He is purified from pride; for Christ was lowly 
of heart. lie is pure from self-will or desire; for Christ de¬ 
sired only to do the will of His Father, and to finish His work. 
And he is pure from anger, in the common sense of the word; 
for Christ was meek and gentle, patient and long-suffering. I 
say, in the common sense of the word; for all anger is not evil. 

“God is light, and in Him is no darkness at all. If we walk 
in the light, . . . we have fellowship one with another, and 
the blood of Jesus Christ His Son cleanseth us from all sin.” 
And again: “If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to 
forgive us our sins, and to cleanse us from all unrighteous¬ 
ness.” Now, it is evident, the Apostle here also speaks of a 
deliverance wrought in this world. For he saith not. The 
blood of Christ will cleanse at the hour of death, or in the 
day of judgment; but, it “cleanseth,” at the time present, “us,” 
living Christians, “from all sin.” And it is equally evident, 
that if any sin remain, we are not cleansed from all sin; if 
any unrighteousness remain in the soul, it is not cleansed 
from all unrighteousness. Neither let any sinner against his 
own soul say, that this relates to justification only, or the 
cleansing us from the guilt of sin; first, because this is con¬ 
founding together what the Apostle clearly distinguishes, 
who mentions first, to forgive us our sins, and then to cleanse 
us from all unrighteousness. Secondly, because this is assert¬ 
ing justification by works, in the strongest sense possible; it is 
making all inward as well as outward holiness necessarily 
previous to justification. For if the cleansing here spoken of 
is no other than the cleansing us from tKe guilt of si n, then 
we are not cleansed from guilt, that is, are not justified, un¬ 
less on condition of “walking in the light, as He is in the 
light.” It rem ains, then , that C hrist ians a re sayed .jn this 
world fronTall sin, from all unrighteousness; that they are 
now in sucH^~sense perfect, as not to commit sin, and to be 
freed from evil tlioughts and evil tempers. ® 

316<d.,n, 147-78. 
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From 

John Wesley: The Use of Money 

I say unto yon. Make to yourselves friends of the 
mammon of umaghteousness; that, when ye fail, they 
may receive you into everlasting habitations.—Luke 
16 : 9 . 

An excellent branch of Christian wisdom is here incul¬ 
cated by our Lord on all His followers, namely, the right use 
of money,—a subject largely spoken of, after their manner, 
by men of the world; but not sufficiently considered by those 
whom God hath chosen out of the world. These, generally, 
do not consider, as the importance of the subject requires, the 
use of this excellent talent. Neither do they understand 
how to employ it to the greatest advantage; the introduction 
of which into the world is one admirable instance of the 
wise and gracious pro\’idence of God. It has, indeed, been 
the manner of poets, orators, and philosophers, in almost all 
ages and nations, to rail at this, as the grand corrupter of the 
world, the bane of virtue, the pest of human society. 

But is not all this mere empty rant? Is there any solid rea¬ 
son therein? By no means. For, let the world be as cormpt 
as it will, is gold or silver to blame? “The love of money,” 
we know, “is the root of aU evil,” but not the thing itself. The 
fault does not lie in the money, but in them that use it. It 
may be used ill: and what may not? But it may likewise be 
used well: it is full as applicable to the best, as to the worst 
uses. It is of unspeakable service to all civilized nations, in 
all the eommon aflFairs of life: it is a most eompendious in¬ 
strument of transacting all manner of business, and (if we use 
it according to Christian wisdom) of doing all manner of 
good. It is true, were man in a state of innocence, or were all 
men “filled with the Holy Gho.st,” so that, like the infant 
church at Jerusalem, “no man counted anything he had his 
own,” but “distribution was made to every one as he had 
need,” the use of it would be superseded; as we cannot con- 
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ceive there is anything of the kind among the inhabitants of 
heaven. But, in the present state of mankind, it is an excel¬ 
lent gift of God, answering the noblest ends. In the hands of 
His children, it is food for the hungry, drink for the thirsty, 
raiment for the naked: it gives to the traveller and the stranger 
where to lay his head. By it we may supply the place of an 
husband to the widow, and of a father to the fatherless. We 
may be a defence for the oppressed, a means of health to the 
sick, of ease to them that are in pain; it may be as eyes to the 
blind, as feet to the lame; yea, a lifter up from the gates of 
death. 

It is, therefore, of the highest concern, that all who fear 
God know how to employ this valuable talent; that they be 
instructed how it may answer these glorious ends, and in the 
highest degree. And, perhaps, all the instructions which are 
necessary for this may be reduced to three plain rules, by the 
exact observance whereof we may approve ourselves faithful 
stewards of “the mammon of imrighteousness.” 

The first of these is: “ Gain all you can.” Here we may 
speak like the children of the world: we meet them on their 
own ground. And it is our bounden duty to do this: we ought 
to gain all we can gain, without buying gold too dear, without 
paying more for it than it is worth. But this it is certain we 
ought not to do; we ought not to gain money at the expense 
of life, nor at the expense of our health. Therefore, no ga in 
whatsQeyfirjdiQidd induce us to enter intOj Or to cqn^^ in, 
a ny emp loy, which is of such a kind, or is attended with so 
hard pr so long.labour, as to impair our constitution. N eith er 
should we begin or continue in any business which neces¬ 
sarily depriv es us of proper seasons for food and sleep, in such 
a proportion'as'buf nature requires. Indeed, there is a great 
difference here. Some employments are absolutely and to¬ 
tally unhealthy; as those which imply the dealing with ar¬ 
senic, or other equally hurtful minerals, or the breathing an 
air tainted with streams of melting lead, which must at length 
destroy the firmest constitution. Others may not be abso¬ 
lutely unhealthy, but only to persons of a weak constitution. 
Such are those which require many hoiu^ to be spent in writ- 
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ing; especially if a person write sitting, and lean upon his 
stomach, or remain long in an uneasy posture. But whatever 
it is which reason or e.vperience shows to be destruetive of 
health or strength, that we may not submit to; seeing “the 
life is more” valuable “than meat, and the body than rai¬ 
ment”: and, if we are already engaged in such an employ, we 
should exchange it, as soon as possible, for some w’hich, if it 
lessen our gain, will, however, not lessen our health. 

We are, secondly, to gain a ll we can without hurting our 
mind, any more thtm our bodv. For neither may we hurt 
fliis: we musTpreserve, at all events, the spirit of an health¬ 
ful mind. Therefore, we may not engage or continue in any 
sinful trade; any that is contrary to the law of God, or of our 
country. Such are all that necessarilv imply our robbing or 
defrauding the king of his lawful customs. For it is, at least, 
as sinful to defraud the king of his right, as to rob our fellow 
subjects: and the king has full as much right to his customs 
as we ha\’c to our houses and apparel. Other businesses there 
arc which, however innocent in themselves, cannot be fol¬ 
lowed with innocence now; at least not in England, such, for 
instance, as will not afford a competent maintenance without 
cheating or lying, or conformity to some custom which is not 
consistent with a good conscience: these, likewise, are sa¬ 
credly to be avoided, whatever gain they may ])e attended 
with, provided we follow the custom of the trade; for, to gain 
money, we must not lose our souls. 

We are, thirdly, to gain all we can, without hurting our 
neighbor. But this we may not, cannot do, if we love our 
neighbor as ourselves. We cannot, if we love e\'ery one as 
ourselves, hurt any one in his substance. We cannot devour 
the increase of his lands, and perhaps the lands and houses 
themselves, by gaming, by overgrown bills (whether on ac¬ 
count of physic, or law, or anything else), or by requiring or 
taking such interest as even the laws of our country forbid. 
Hereby all pawnbroking is excluded: seeing, whatever good 
we might do thereby, all unprejudiced men see with grief 
to be abundantly overbalanced by the evil. And if it were 
otherwise, yet we are not allowed to “do evil that good may 
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come.” We cannot, consistent with brotherly love, sell our 
goods below the market price; we cannot study to ruin our 
neighbor s trade, in order to advance our own; much less can 
we entice away, or receive, any of his servants or workmen 
whom he has need of. None can gain by swallowing up his 
neighbor’s substance, without gaining the damnation of hell! 

Neith er may we gain by hurtin g our neighbor in his body. 
Therefore we may not sell anything which tends foTinpair 
health. Such is, eminently, all that liquid fire, commonly 
called drams, or spirituous liquors. It is true, these may have 
a place in medicine; they may be of \isc in some bodily dis¬ 
orders; although there would rarely be occasion for them, 
were it not for the unskilfuhiess of the practitioner. There¬ 
fore, such as prepart' and sell them for this end may keep 
their conscience clear. But all who sell them in the common 
way, to an\' that will buy, are poisoners general. They mur¬ 
der His Majesty’s subjects bv wholesale, neither does their 
eye pity or spare. 

So is whatever is pr ocur ed by Jyiiting our neighbor in his 
soul; by ministering, suppose, either directly or indirectly, 
to his unchastity or intehVperance; which certainly none can 
do who has any fear of God, or any real desire of pleasing 
Him. It nearly concc'rns all those to consider this, who have 
anything to do with taverns, victualling-houses, opera- 
houses, play-houses, or any other places of public, fashion¬ 
able diversion. If these profit the souls of men, you are clear; 
your employment is good, and your gain innocent; but if they 
are eithe?r sinful in themselves, or natural inlets to sin of x ari- 
ous kinds, then, it is to be feared, you ha^ e a sad account to 
make. 

These cautions and restrictions being observed, it is the 
bounden duty of all who are engaged in worldlv business to 
observe that first and great rule of Christian wisdom, with re¬ 
spect to money, ‘‘Gain all you can.” Gain all you can by 
honest industry. Use all possible diligence in your calling. 
Lose no time. If you understand yourself, and your relation 
to God and man, you know you have none to spare. If you 
understand your particular calling, as you ought, you will 
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have no time that hangs upon your hands. Every business 
will afford some employment sufficient for every day and 
every hour. That wherein you are placed, if you follow it in 
earnest, will leave you no leisure for silly, unprofitable diver¬ 
sions. You have always something better to do, something 
that will profit you, more or less. And “whatsoever thy hand 
findeth to do, do it with thy might.” Do it as soon as pos¬ 
sible: no delay! No putting off from day to day, or from hour 
to hour! Never leave anything till to-morrow, which you can 
do to-day. And do it as well as possible. Do not sleep or 
\awn over it: put your whole strength to the work. Spare no 
pains. Let nothing be done by halves, or in a slight and care¬ 
less manner. Let nothing in your business be left undone, if 
it can be done by labour or patience. 

Gain all you can, by common sense, by using in your 
business all the understanding which God has given you. It 
is amazing to observe how few do this; how men nm on in 
the same dull track with their forefathers. But whatever they 
do who know not God, this is no rule for vou. It is a shame 
for a Christian not to improve upon them in whatever he 
takes in hand. You should be continually learning, from the 
experience of otliers, or from your own experience, reading, 
and reflection, to do everx thing you have to do better to-day 
than you did yesterday. And see that you practise whatever 
you learn, that you may make the best of all that is in your 
hands. 

Having gained all you can, by honest wisdom, and un¬ 
wearied diligence, the second rule of Christian prudence is 
“Save all vou can.” Do not throw the precious talent into the 
.sjga;, leave that foUy To'heafh'en philosophers' Do not throw 
it away in idle expenses, which is just the same as throwing 
it into the sea. Expend no part of it merely to gratify the de¬ 
sire of the flesh, the desire of the eye, or the pride of life. 

Do not waste any part of so precious a talent, merely in 
gratifying the desires of the flesh; in procuring the pleasures 
of sense, of whatever kind; particularly, in enlarging the 
pleasure of tasting. I do not mean, avoid gluttony and drunk¬ 
enness only: an honest Heathen would condemn these. But 
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there is a regular, reputable kind of sensuality, an elegant 
epicurism, which does not immediately disorder the stomach, 
nor (sensibly at least) impair the understanding; and yet it 
cannot be maintained without considerable expense. Cut 
olf all this expense! Despise delicacy and variety, and be con¬ 
tent with what plain nature requires. 

Do not waste any part of so precious a talent, merely in 
gratifying the desire of the eye, by superfluous or expensive 
furnitme; in costly pictures, painting, gilding, books; in ele¬ 
gant rather than useful gardens. 

Lay out nothing to gratify the pride of life, to gain the 
admiration or praise of men. This motive of expense is fre- 
qlrehfly interwoven with one or botli of the fonner. Men are 
expensive in diet, or apparel, or furniture, not barely to please 
their appetite, or to gratify their eye, or their imagination, 
but their x anity too. “So long as thou doest well unto thy¬ 
self, men will speak good of thee.” Rather be content with 
the honour that cometh from God. 

But Ic't not any man imagine that he has done anything, 
barely by going thus far, by “gaining and saving all he can,” 
if he were to stop here. All this is nothing, if a inaa..go not 
forward, if he docs not point all this at a farther end. Nor, 
indeed, can a man properly be said to save anything, if he 
only lays it up. You may as well throw your money into the 
sea, as bury it in the earth. And you may as well burx' it in 
the earth, as in your chest, or in the Bank of England. Not 
to use, is elFcctually to throw it away. If, therefore, you 
would indeed “make yourselves friends of the mammon of 
unrighteousness,” add the third rule to the two preceding. 
Hayingj first, gained all you can, and, secondly, saved all >' 0 u 
can, then “give all you^am” 

In order to see The ground and reason of this, consider, 
when the Possessor of heaven and earth brought you into 
beiTig, and placed you in this world, He placed you here, not 
as a proprietor, but a steward: as such He entrusted you, for 
a season, with goods of various kinds; but the sole property 
of these still rests in Him, nor can ever be alienated from 
Him. As you yourself are not your own, but His, such is. 



378 


CHRISTIAN ETHICS 


likewise, all that you enjoy. Such is your soul and your body, 
not \'our own, hut God’s. And so is your substance in par¬ 
ticular. And lie has told you, in the most clear and express 
terms, how you are to employ it for Him, in such a manner, 
that it may l^e all an holy sacrifice, acceptable through Christ 
Jesus. And this light, easy service. He hath promised to re¬ 
ward w'itli an eternal weight of glory. 

The directions which God has gi\'cn us, touching the use 
of our w’orldly substance, may be comprised in the following 
particulars. If you desire to be a faithful and a wise stew'ard, 
out of that portion of your Lord’s goods which He lias for the 
present lodged in your hands, but w ith the right oi resuming 
whenever it pleases Him, first, pro\’ide things needful for 
yourself; food to cat, raiment to put on, whateser nature 
moderately requires for preserving the body in healtli and 
strength. Secxindly, provide these for your wife, your chil¬ 
dren, \'Our servants, or anv others who pertain to your house¬ 
hold. If, w'hen this is done, there be an overplus left, then 
“do good to them that are of the household of faith.’’ If there 
be an overplus still, “as you have opportunity, do good unto 
all men.’’ In so doing, you give all you can; nay, in a sound 
sense, all you have: for all that is laid out in this manner is 
really given to God. You “render unto God the things that 
are God’s,” not only by w'hat you give to the poor, but also 
by that which you expend in providing things needful for 
yourself and your household. 

If, then, a doubt should at any time ari.se in your mind 
concerning what you are going to expend, cither on your¬ 
self or any part of your family, you have an easy way to re¬ 
move it. Calmly and seriously inquire, “(1) In expending 
this, am I acting according to my character? Am I acting 
herein, not as a proprietor, but as a steward of my Lord’s 
goods? (2) Am I doing this in obedience to His Word? In 
what scripture does He require me so to do? (3) Can I offer 
up this action, this expense, as a sacrifice to God through 
Jesus Christ? (4) Have I reason to believe, that for this very 
work I shall have a reward at the resurrection of the just?” 
You will seldom need anything more to remove any doubt 
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which arises on this head; hut, by this four-fold consideration, 
you will receive clear light as to the way wherein you should 

go' 
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JONAIHAN EDWARDS 


JoiKitluin Edwards, America’s greatest theologian, is \>ad(dy 
reg arded as gud original religious thinker 
of tile eighteenth centiirv. In him are illustrated l)oth the 
historical variability and the essential constaiicv of Christian 
ethical thought. Historically he represents an American, 
Pmitan, eightecnth-centurv version of Calvinism developt d 
in conflict with the utilitarian “biisiiu'ss ethics” of rising 
"‘Yankee” secularism, as well as in relation to Newtonian sci¬ 
ence, Lockean philosophy, and the religious e\'angelicalism 
of the Great Awakening. Vet Edwards so states the great 
tlienies of Christian faith and life that his writings are intel¬ 
ligible, without a special historical introduction, to a thought¬ 
ful reader who comes to them directly from the study of the 
Scriptures and the Christian classics. The greatness, holiness, 
and love of God, the misery of man without God, the uni¬ 
versality and inescapabilit} of the* divine rule, the redemp¬ 
tion of man by Jesus Christ from slavery to sonship, the new' 
life of iincoerced love of God and neighbor—these are the 
themes that he develops. Hence one can understand him on 
the liasis of general Christian expcri(?nce w'ithoiit reference 
to the fact that he w as bom in Connecticut in 1703, died at 
Princeton in 1758, studied Locke, Newton, and the Cam¬ 
bridge Platonists under his father’s guidance, and at Yale was 
one of the chief leaders of the Great Awakening in America, 
and the founder of the New’ England school of theology. 

His life contained some dramatic episodes, and he exer¬ 
cised wide influence through his prt*aching, but it was 
through his writings that he was most effective and his fame 
rests on them. Published in Scotland, England, and the 

380 



JONATHAN EDWARDS 381 

Netherlands as well as in America, they were widely circu¬ 
lated for a century after his death and continue to receive the 
close attention of students of American philosophy, litera¬ 
ture, and social history no less than of theologians. Edwards’ 
works may 1)(? divided into three main groups: early notes 
in which, while student and tutor at Yale, he laid the founda¬ 
tions of his theology and philosophy; descriptions and cri- 
ti(}ucs of religious experiencf' and the sermons written while 
he participated, as pastor in Northampton, Massachusetts, in 
the great revival movement of the 1730’s and 174()’s; and, 
finally, the remarkable treatises prodnc(‘d during the last 
seven or eight years of his life in the frontier village of Stock- 
bridge, Massachusetts, where he was missionarj'^ to the In¬ 
dians and pastor of a sinall group of settlc'rs. 

Edwards’ intcnsi\’ely reflective and studious nature, fur¬ 
ther developed by a strict discipline of thought and life, led 
him to record in boyhood and youth the results of his obser¬ 
vations of natural phenomena, his introspecti\ e inquiries into 
the nature of knowledge and of the mind, his reasonings 
about the structure of being, and his study of the Scriptures 
and Christian doctrine. His notes on “The Natural History 
of the Mental World, or of the Internal World” constitute a 
fascinating chapter in the historx' of philosophical idealism. 
An early essay on the habits of flying spiders and the “Notes 
on Natural Science” manifc.st an interest like that of Benja¬ 
min Franklin and other lay scientists of the eighteenth cen¬ 
tury; the “Notes on the Scriptures” and the “Miscellanies” 
(mostly on Christian doctrine) represent the fruits of reflec¬ 
tions he carried on throughout his life, in the course of which 
he developed ideas that were systematically presented in the 
sermons and treatises. The variety of subjects cox ered in 
these series of notes is important, for much of Edwards’ 
greatness as a theologian is due to the fact that he was able 
to unite in one consistent vision and system of thought con¬ 
victions gained from studies of the self, of nature, of the 
Scriptures, and of Christian doctrine. 

Even at an early age Edwards came to see the universe as 
one unified, interdependent system of being in which, as he 
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WTotc, “perhaps there is not one leaf of a tree, nor a spire of 
grass, but what produces effects all over the Univ'erse and 
will produce them to the end of eternity.” Reflections on the 
nature of knowledge and of being, on the one hand, and the 
study of Scriptures, on the other, convinced him that this 
universe is constituted in each moment by the power of God. 
The fitness and appropriateness of its various parts to each 
other are grounded in the unity of the divine thought, while 
the stability of part and whole is the effect of the constantly 
acth'c divine will. When scientists such as Sir Isaac Newton 
seek to understand the structure and dynamics of physical 
events they are literally trying “to think the thoughts of God 
after him.” Men’s ability to do this is severely restricted so 
that, like P lato’s' caye-dwellers, t hey mistak e ^shadows for 
reality; jet, by tlie same token, the realm of human f‘xpcri- 
eiice is a realm of “the images and shadows of divmeThings." 
Nothing in that experience is merely itself; everj'thing par¬ 
ticipates in and is symbolic of larger meanings. Revelation 
has indeed made plain that the universe is created, governed, 
and sustained by God; yet what Scripture teaches can be 
seen to be true by a human intelligence that gives proper at¬ 
tention to the nature of things and reflects critically on its 
own operations. Reason in this sense—empirical, critical, and 
reflective reason—not only ve;rifies revelation but adds to it a 
knowledge of the wonderful complexity and excellence of 
God’s work in the creation. It can never take the place of 
revelation, but, honestly employed, it is not only illuminated 
by revelation but illuminates it. Some of these ideas, to be 
sure, are only suggested in the early writings and wait for 
development in the later treatises. But in Edwards’ early 
as well as late views the universe proceeds from God as light 
proceeds from the sun and as thought issues from a mind; 
creation is never an artificial making of things. lie contended 
throughout his life against the Deistic view that thinks of 
the world as existing independently of the constant activity 
of the creator and against the kind of humanism which be¬ 
lieves that man exists in any moment by his own power, 
separate from the ground of his being. 
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The Personal Narrative indicates how much religious ex¬ 
perience combined in young Edwards with philosophic, sci¬ 
entific, and theological incjuirics to produce this apprehen¬ 
sion of the universe and God. 

7’lu* first instance, that I re^member, of tliat sort of inward sweet 
d(‘]i^Iit in Cod and divine* things, that I have liv(*d in innch since, was 
on reading these words, I. Tim. i, J7, Now unto the Kin^, eternal^ im- 
mart ah invi\ihl(\ the onhf wise (locL he honor and fdortf, forever and 
ever. Amen. As I read the words then* came into niy soul, and was, 
as it were, dillus6‘d tlirough it, a sense of tlie glorv of the Divine Being. 
... I walked abroad alone, in a solitary j')lace in my fallu'r’s pasture, 
for coiitemplation. And as I was walking there, and looking upon the 
skv and clouds, thi'ie came into inv miTid so sweet a sense of the 
glorious maj( sii/ and <irace of Cod, as 1 know not how to cx]')ress. . . . 
'Die appearance of cvcnA’tliing was altered; there* seemed as it wen*, a 
calm, sweet, cast, or aj)p(‘arance of divim* gloiy in almost everything. 
Cod’s exc('llene\', his wisdom, his jnirity and lf)ve seemed to a])pear in 
(‘vervlliing; in the sun, moon, and stars: in the* clouds and bliu* sky; in 
the grass, flou'crs, trees; in the water and all nature.^ 

There are intimations in this confession of the romantic 
spirit that was to er later in Wordsworth: it also contains 
eeltoes of St. h>aneis, of Augustine, and of the Psalms. Ed¬ 
wards’ thought about God and the universe has been 
described by main^ adjectives—mystical, idealistic, Nco-Pla- 
lonic, Newtonian, Calvinistic, pantheistic, and Augustinian. 
One thing is certain: He knew that God was great and that 
the strange, wonderful universe was infinitely dependent 
upon him. What was wro ng with believers and unbelievers 
in^^meral^ hjc though^ >yas that they had little ideas about 
a iitUe God. 


The Great Awakening 

While he was pastor in Northampton (1727-50) Edwards 
participated very actively in the Great Awakening, the 
American form of the religious movement which, like Pietism 

^ C. H. Faust and T. H. Johnson (eds.), Jonathan Edwards, Representa¬ 
tive Selections (New York: American Book Co. 1935), p. 59. 
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in Germany, Wesleyanism and Evangelicalism in England, 
and the Catholic revival in France, affected most of Western 
Christendom profoundly and for centuries. In the Awaken¬ 
ing, Christian faith was radically and inwardly appropriated 
by thousands of previously nominal Christians or nominal 
unbelievers. Being damned and being saved became for 
them not the remote possibilities of a distant future but pres¬ 
ent real e.xpcriences of despair and of joyful release from in¬ 
ternal conflict and guilt. Instead of regarding God as a being 
who might or might not be real, they apprehended him as 
the present, omnificent power on whom the self and all the 
■world immediately depended for existence. His holiness, 
which tolerated no knavery or x'cnality, open or secret, and 
his love, which brought the repentant to gentiinc integrity 
and to the joy of the forgi\ en, were no longer ideas but were 
personally experienced—“tasted” and “felt.” This re\’ival, 
which began in Edwards’ Northampton church, soon spread 
to many towns in New England and New Jersey. Under the 
leadership of George Whitefield, it developed into a move¬ 
ment that affected almost all the colonics. It had its bright 
and its dark sides. Constructive for the most part, it led to the 
reintegration and invigoration of many persons, to the growth 
of churches, the increase of religious seriousness, the stimula¬ 
tion of humanitarian activities, and the reformation of man¬ 
ners. It also contributed to the rise of the democratic spirit 
and to the development of an intercolonial culture. But 
sometimes emotions were whipped up to the point of hys¬ 
teria, guilt feelings magnified to the point of despondency, 
frenzy confounded with ecsta.sy and fanaticism with faith. 
Moreover the undisciplined enthusiasm of many traveling 
preachers, on the one side, and conservative reaction against 
the interruption of ecclesiastical routine, on the other, led to 
dissension in many churches. 

In the ensuing conflict Edwards served at one and the 
same time as the chief critic and the chief defender of the 
Awakening. In various accounts of the revival, but chiefly in 
his Treatise on the Religious Affections, he pointed out how 
much religion was an affair of the “heart,” a matter of per- 



JONATHAN EDWARDS 385 

sonal, direct experience of divine reality rather than of 
merely intellectual assent to propositions about it. It was, 
when genuine, a loving of God rather than a believing that 
one ought to love him, active concern for the neighbor rather 
tlian acceptance of the statement that love of neighbor is very 
good. 

Edwards developed three points especially in discuss¬ 
ing religious affections. First, affections or emotions are the 
springs of all action. “Take away all love and hatred, all hope 
and fear, all anger, zeal and affectionate desire, and the world 
would be, in a great measure, motionless and dead; there 
would be no such thing as activity amongst mankind, or any 
earnest pursuit whatsoever.” Second, if God is to be known 
in his objf'ctive goodness there must be in man a correspond¬ 
ing subjective principle of evaluation or love. The natural 
love of men for natural good, such as is present in the love 
of parents for their children, fnrni.shcs no point of contact 
for religion; there is even less connection here, Edwards 
might have said, than there is between human ability to take 
delight in food and the ability to rejoice in the beauty of a 
great symphony. “Those gracious influences,” he wrote, 
“w'hich the saints are subject of, and the effects of God’s 
spirit which they experience, ar<^ entirely above nature, alto¬ 
gether of a different kind from anything that men find in 
themselves by nature, or only in the exercise of natural prin¬ 
ciples. . . . The inward principle from whence they [the 
gracious affections] flow’, is something divine, a communica¬ 
tion of God, a participation of tire dh’ine nature, Christ living 
in the heart, the Holy Spirit dwelling there, in union with the 
faculties of the soul.” In the third pl ace, Edwards..ppjntt'tl 
out, it is necessary to test the authenticity of emotions, to dis¬ 
tinguish bctw'cen what is “spiritual” and what is merely imag¬ 
inary. In much greater detail than Paul, w’ho had dealt with 
a similar problem in the case of die spiritualists at Corinth, 
Edwards undertook to “test the spirits,” to distinguish be¬ 
tween merely subjective e.\periencc and genuine affections 
without rejecting the emotional just because it was emo¬ 
tional and not conceptual in character. His test was funda- 
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mentally a moral one. Emotional experience is specious if it 
does not issue in genuine love of God and neighbor; if it 
produces these fruits it is not spurious even though it is ac¬ 
companied by imusiuil phvsical manifestations. The test was 
the same as I^uirs: “If any man have not the spirit of Christ 
he is none of his” and, “Though I speak with the tongues of 
men and of angels and have not love, I am a noisy gong.” 

One result of the re\aval was great coneeni on the part of 
many that the church should be made up only (^f d(‘epl\' con¬ 
vinced, converted Christians. Edwards himself took this po¬ 
sition and so came into conflict with the la\' haulers of his 
Northampton church who thought less rigorous r('f|uirements 
more proper. A harsh debate followed: Edwards was dis¬ 
missed after twent\-three vears of service. Excntually he 
found a new, apparently very restricted field of labor in the 
Indian mission at Stockbridge, Massachusetts. There he 
wrote his major treatises and from thence he was called in 
1758 to the presidency of the College of New Jersey, now' 
Princeton UniversiU. The latter event had no other conse¬ 
quence than that he became known to history as President 
Edwards, for he died of smallpox a few w eeks after assuming 
office. But the treatises continued to exercise great influence. 
In them he summed up the reflections of a lifetime and con¬ 
structed one of the main systems of di^'initv of modem 
times. Their titles indicate the directions of liis thought with¬ 
out making wholly c\ ident how unified and consistent it was: 
The Freedom of the Will, The Great Christian Doctrine of 
Original Sin Defended, Concerning the End for which God 
Created the World, and The Nature of True Virtue. 

Chhistian Morality 

Though Edwards was a master metaphysician, his primary 
interest as it appears in these works was ethical. He pre¬ 
sents the system of Christian ethics here in its distinction 
from and agreement with both the naturalistic and the ideal¬ 
istic movements of thought with which in one form or an¬ 
other, it has debated throughout its history, not least in the 
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eighteenth century. The main points of his analysis may be 
summarized as follows: 

1. The source of human actionizes neither in an abstract 
will nor in an abstract intelligence but primarily in emotions 
directed toward objective goods: in approving, disapproving, 
liking, disliking, loving, hating, being pleased and displeased, 
choosing and refusing. 

2. The idea of libert y is applical)le to man in the sense 
that as a moral being he isirei^in^m external compulsion, free 
to do what he pleases. He is not free to choose what he hates 
or to refuse what he loves. He can move onlv toward the 
“apparent good.” Human freedom means self-determination 
rather than liberty of choice Ix'tween alternatives; “the will 
is as its strongest moti\^e is.” 

3. Though man was created with the possibility of loving 
universal good for its own sake, since the fall he is free _onW 
to lo\ ’e himself. Everything else that he lo\ es he loves in the 
context of self-interest. Men differ in the degree to which 
their self-interest is enlightened, hut no man, except as 
jiioved by supernatural grace, is able to get out of the circle 
of self-interest, that is, of loving whatever he loves for his 
own sake. 

4. Even though it were tnie, as Edwards docs not believe 
it to be, that conscience or some special moral sense and 
natural instincts are separable from self-interest and that 
men motivated by these do not act strictly from self-interest, 
yet it is clear that actions which have their .source in such 
principles are akin to those which arise out of self-interest. 
They also are directed toward the good of a partial being to 
the exclusion of other beings. This is evident in parental 
love and patriotism and even in most interest in justice, 
which is concern for justice in a limited society, such as the 
whole of mankind. 

5. The ethics of universal good will stands in contrast to 
man’s natural ethics, wdiether this be founded on self-interest, 
instinct, conscience, or moral sense. It seeks the good of all 
beings in their interrelationship; it desires justice in the uni¬ 
versal community; it is free from concern for the self. This 
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is the ethics of the love of God, of delight and joy in him as 
tlie source of all (existence; it is the ethics of the lox'e of all 
being as united in God and by him. This ethies of universal 
benevolence cannot be achieved by moving from the particu¬ 
lar to the universal, from the finite to the infinite, but only 
by the reverse movement. Yet it transforms all particular 
lo\ cs, as when sex lo\ e, parental love, and patriotism are 
tratisformcd by universal lox alty. 

6. True virtue—universal good will—which was possible to 
man before his fall is again made possible and actual in re¬ 
demption. Morally redemption means the restoration to man 
of love to God and to all beings in relation to him. Objc'c- 
tively, that is on God’s side, it is his disclosure of himself in 
his great goodness, his being and his value; subjectively, the 
redemption is the gift to man of the internal principle of de¬ 
sire for and mo\enient toward God without which divine 
goodness cannot be apprehended. 

7. The gift of true virtue—love to God and universal be- 
ne\olence—makes apparent to man the self-interestcdness 
and partiality of his natural ethics; but where God is recog¬ 
nized and lox'cd in his greatness and holiness, it is also seen 
that he governs the world through this natural ethics. S('lf- 
interest, con.scientiou.sne.ss, moral sen.se, and so on, keep the 
world in a kind of disordered order. In them, too, one may 
see the di.storted “shadows of divine things.” Yet this rela¬ 
tive goodness of natural morality is, from the point of view 
of true virtue, a more than relative badness. It is the kind of 
“goodness” which, in Augustine’s simile, characterizes a rob¬ 
ber band; there must be some loyalty and justice in the band 
if it is to survive for even a little w'hile so that it can rob. 

There is a remarkable kinship, on the whole, between Ed¬ 
wards’ understanding of the two moralities and Augustine’s 
theory of the two cities. It is noteworthy also how meaning¬ 
ful this view is in the context of modem controversies about 
ethics, theoretical and practical. Edwards agrees with 
Hobbes—and with the analysts of power politics—that man is 
primarily motivated by self-interest; he agrees with natural- 
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ists of e^'cry sort that conscience is on the whole a psychologi¬ 
cal phenomenon, more the voice of society than of God; he 
agrees also with sociologists and anthropologists in noting the 
historical and cultural relativity of the content of moral 
codes. But beyond all this he discerns, under the illumina¬ 
tion of revelation, that there is something profoundly contra¬ 
dictory to the human .spirit in this relative morality; it is the 
morality of fallen man who feels that he ought not be as he 
is, that something is recjuirc'd of him which e.sceeds his pres¬ 
ent ability, namely, to be just and loyal in a truly universal 
sense w'ith complete disinterestedness. Hence Edwards’ 
Christian ethics, like that of many another theologian, is both 
radically realistic in its acceptance of human self-intercsted- 
ness and moral rclativitv and also radically idealistic in its in- 

j 

sistcnce on the presence of a requirement and a possibility 
in life ('xceeding the possibilities of liuman achievement. 

I’he paradoxes we seem to encounter licre do not repre- 
s('nt contradictions except for an atheism that denies the God 
w ho is all in all and to whom all things are possible, hlan, jn 
th e Edw ardean view, is a rebel in the universe who sets up 
hi.s prix'utcjerliiprfcs, large and small, never learning that he 
can make none of them endure in the face of the rule of uni- 
vensal justice. Yet this man is also the subject of the infinite 
mercy which reconciles the rebel to the universal kingdom, to 
his enemies, and to himself—mercy w'hich implants in his 
heart a delight in the glory of God, in the gloriousness of all 
that is. Those who are so called to universal citizenship be¬ 
come the pioneers of a new humanitv. This xvas history as 
Edwards saw it, though he mixed wdth it some gloomy, sin¬ 
ister reflections on etenial punishment that arc hard to rec¬ 
oncile with the central vision. Human history was for him 
fundamentally the .storj’ of redemption from self-love to the 
love of all being, from self-glorification to the glorification of 
God, from pettiness and smallness of mind in theology and 
politics to w'ide vistas of being beyond being, from tire pro¬ 
vincialism of town, nation, and humanitv to citizenship in 
universal society, from the love of profit to the love of God. 
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SOURCES 


From 

Jonathan Edwards: The Nature of True Virtue* 

Showing Wherein the Essence of True Virtue Consists 

Whatex er controversies and variety of opinions there are 
about the nature of virtue, yet all (excepting some sceptics, 
who deny any real difference between x’irtue and vice) mean 
by it something beautiful, or rather some kind of beauty or 
excellency. It is riot all beauty that is called virtue; for in¬ 
stance, not the beauty of a building, of a flower, or of the 
rainbow; but some beauty belonging to beings that have per- 
ception and will. It is not all beauty of mankind that is called 
virtue; for instance, not the exter nal be auty of the counte¬ 
nance, or shape, gracoTuIiiess of motion, or harmony of voice, 
but it is a beautv that has its original se'at in the mind. But 
yet perhaps not every thing that may be called a beautv of 
mind is properly called \ irtiu'. There is a beauty of under¬ 
standing and speculation. There is something in tlie ideas 
and conceptions of great philosophers and statesmen that 
may be called beautiful which is a different thing from what 
is most commonly meant bv virtue. But virtue is the beautv 
of those qualities and a cts of the mind that are of a moral 
nature, i.e. such as are attended with desert or worthiness of 
praise or blame. Things of this sort, it is generally agreed, so 
far as I know, do not belong merely to speculation, but to 
the disposition and will, or (to use a general word I suppose 
commonly well imderstood) to the heart. Therefore I sup¬ 
pose I shall not depart from the common opinion when I say, 
that virtue is th e beauty of the qualities and exercises of the 
heart, or thase actions which proceed from them. So that 
when it is inquired, what is the nature of true virtue? this is 

2 Excerpts are from Vol. II of The Works of President Edwards. Ed. 
Samuel Austin, (8 vols.; Worcester; Isaiah Thomas, 1808). 
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the same as to inquire what that is which renders any habit, 
disposition, or exercise of the heart truly beautiful? 

I use the phrase true virtue, and speak of things truly 
beautiful, because I suppose it will generally be allowed that 
there is a distinction to be made between some t hings which 
are truly virtuous and others which oi^ .seem to be virtuous, 
through a partial and imperfect view of things. . . . There 
is a general and particular beauty. By a particular beauty I 
mean that by which a thing appears beautiful when con¬ 
sidered only with regard to its connection with, and tendency 
to some particular things within a limited, and, as it were, a 
private spliere. And a general beauty is that bv which a thing 
appears beautiful when viewed most perfectly, comprehen- 
siveK’ and universally, with regard to all its tendencies and its 
connections with everything it stands related to. The former 
may be without and against the latter. As, a few notes in a 
tune, taken only by themselves and in their relation to one 
another, may be hannonious, which, when considered with 
respect to all the notes in the tunc, or the entire series of 
sounds they are connected with, may be very discordant, 
and disagreeable. That only, therefore, is what I mean by 
true virtue, which is that, belonging to the heart of an intelli¬ 
gent Being, that is beautiful by a general beauty, or beautiful 
in a comprehensive view, as it is in itself, and as related to 
everything that it stands in connection with. And therefore 
when we are inquiring concerning the nature of true virtue— 
viz. wherein this true and general beauty of the heart does 
most essentially consist—this is my answer to the inquiiy:- 

True V irtue most essentially consists in benevolence to 
.Bieing^in general. Or perhaps, to speak more accurately, it js 
that consent, pr opensity and union of heart to Being in gen- 
eral, which is immediately exercised in a general good will. 

When I say true virtue consists in love to Being in general, 
I shall not be likely to be understood, that no one act of the 
mind or exercise of love is of the nature of true virtue, but 
what has Being in general, or the great system of universal 
existence, for its direct and immediate object; so that no ex¬ 
ercise of love, or kind affection to any one particular Being, 
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that is but a small part of this whole, has anything of the 
nature of true virtue. But that the nature of true virtue con¬ 
sists in a disposition to bene\olene(‘ towards Being in gen¬ 
eral: though from such a disposition may arise exercises of 
love to particular beings, as ol)jects are presented and occa¬ 
sions arise. My meaning is, that no affections towards par¬ 
ticular persons, or Beings, are of the nature of true virtue, but 
such as arise from a generally benevolent temper, or from 
th:it habit or Iranu' of mind, wherein consists a disposition 
to love Being in general. 

Love is commonlv distinguished into love of benevolence, 
and love of complacence. Lovei)f hcnrvolrurc is that affec¬ 
tion or propensity of the heart to any Being, ^^’hieh caiises it 
to incline to its wcll-])eing, or disposes it to desin' and take 
pleasure in its happiness. And if 1 mistake not, it is agn‘(*- 
able to the common opinion, that Ix^aiitv in tin* object is not 
always the ground of this propensity: but tliat then' may be 
such a thing as benc\'oIenc(', or a disposition to tlu^ welfare' of 
those that arc not considered as beautiful, unless mere exist¬ 
ence be accounted a beauty. And btmevoh'uce or goodness in 
the divine Being is generall)' supposed, not onl\^ to l)e prior 
to the beauty of many of its objects, but to their existence; 
so as to be the ground both of their existence and their 
beautv, rather than thev the foundation of God’s benevo- 
lence; as it is supposed that it is God’s goodness wliieh 
moved him to give them Being and beauty. So that if all 
virtue primarily consists of that affection of h(;art to being, 
\vhich is exercised in benevolence, or an inclination to its 
good, then God’s virtue is so extended as to include a pro¬ 
pensity not only to Being actually existing, and actually beau¬ 
tiful, but to possible Being, so as to incline hin> to give Being, 
beauty and happiness. 

What is commonly called love of complacence presup¬ 
poses beauty. For it is no other than delight in beauty; or 
complacence in the person or Being beloved for his beauty. 
If virtue be the beauty of an intelligent being, and virtue 
consists in love, then it is a plain inconsistence, to suppose 
that virtue primarily consists in any love to its object for its 
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beauty; either in a love of complacence, which is delight in a 
Being for its beauty, or in a love of benevolence, that has the 
beauty of its object for its foundation. For that w’Oiild be to 
suppose, that the beauty of intelligent Beings primarily con¬ 
sists in love to beauty; or, that their virtue first of all consists 
in their love to virtue. Which is an inconsistence, and going 
in a circle. If virtue consists primarily in love to virtue, then 
virtue, the thing loved is the love of virtue: so that virtue 
must consist in the love of the love of virtue—and so on in 
infiniiwn. Therefore if the essence of virtue or beauty of 
mind, lies in love, or a disposition to love, it must primarily 
consist in something differenf botli from complacence, which 
is a delight in beauty, and also from any benevolence that 
has the beauty of its object for its foundation. Nor can virtue 
primarily consist in gratitude; or one Being's benevolence to 
anothtT for his benevolence to him. Because this implies the 
same inconsistence. For it supposes a bene\’olence prior to 
gratitude, that is the cause of gratitude. Therefore there is 
room left for no otluT conclusion, than that the primary ob¬ 
ject of virtuous love is Being, simply considered; or, that true 
virtue primarily consists, not in love to any particular Beings 
because of their virtue or beauty, nor in gratitude because 
they love us, but in a propensity and union of heart to Being 
simply considered; exciting absolute benevolence (if I may 
so call it) to Being in general. I say true virtue primarily 
consists in this. For I am far from asserting that there is no 
true virtue in any other love than this absolute benevolence. 
But I would express w^hat appears to me to be the tnith on 
this subject, in the following particulars. 

The first object of a virtuous benevolence is Being, simply 
considered; and if being, simply considered, be its object, 
then being in general is its object; and the thing it has an 
ultimate propensity to is the highest good of Being in gen¬ 
eral. And it will seek the good of every individual being un¬ 
less it be conceived as not consistent with the highest good of 
Being in general. In which case the good of a particular 
Being, or some Beings, may be given up for the sake of the 
highest good of Being in general. And particularly if there 
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be any Being that is looked upon as statedly and irrcclaim- 
ably opposite, and an enemy to Being in general, then con¬ 
sent and adherence to Being in general will induce the truly 
virtuous heart to forsake that Being and to oppose it. 

Further, if Being, simply considered, be the first object 
of a truly virtuous l)ene\olenee, then that Being who has 
the most of Being, or has the greatest share of existence, 
other things being equal, so far as such a being is exhibited 
to our faculties, or set in our view, will have the greatest 
share of the propensity and benevolent affection of the heart. 
I say other things being equal, especially because there is a 
secondary object of \'irtuous benevolence, that I shall take 
notice of presentlv. Pure bene\olence in its first exercise is 
nothing else but Beings uniting consent, or propensity to 
Being; appearing tnie and pure by its extending to Being in 
general, and inclining to the gcmeral highest good, and to 
each Being, whose welfare is consistent w’ith the highest gen¬ 
eral good, in proportion to the degree of existence;'^ under¬ 
stood, other things being equal. 

The second object of a virtuous propensity of heart is 
benevolent Being. A secondary ground of pure bene\ olence 
is virtuous benevolence itself in its object. When any one 
under the influence of general bene\'ol('nce, sees another 
Being possessed of the like general benevolence, this at¬ 
taches his heart to him, and draws forth greater lo\’c to him, 
than merely his having existence; because' so far as the Being 
beloved has love to Being in general, so far his own Being is, 
as it w^ere, enlarged, extends to, and in some sort compre¬ 
hends Being in general. Therefore, he that is governed by 
love to Being in general must of necessity have complacence 
in him, and the greater degree of benevolence to him, as it 

3 I say, “in proportion lo the ch^^ree of existence* because one Being may 
have more existence than another, as }io may lx* greater than another. That 
which is pjeat has more existence, and is further from nothing, than that 
which is little. One Being may have everything positiv'c belonging to it, or 
everytliing whieli goes to its positive existence ^in opposition lo defect) in 
a higher d(!gree than anotlier; or a greater capacity and power, greater 
understanding, every faculty and every positive quality in a higher degree. 
An Archanffel must be supposed to liave more existence, and to be every 
way further removed from nonentity, than a worm, or a flea. (Edwards' note.) 
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were out of gratitude to him for his love to general existence, 
that his own heart is extended and united to, and so looks on 
its interest as its own. 

It must be noted, that the degree of the amiableness or 
valuahlcncss of true virtue, primarily consisting in consent 
and a benevolent propensity of heart to Being in general, in 
the eyes of one that is influenced by such a spirit, is not in 
the simple proportion of the degree of benevolent affection 
seen, but in a proportion compounded of the greatness of the 
benevolent Being, or the degree of Being, and the degree of 
benevolence. One that lov es Being in general will necessarily 
value good will to Being in general wherever he sees it. But 
if he sees the same benevolence in two Beings he will value 
it more in two than in one only. Because it is a greater thing, 
more favorable to Being in general, to have two Beings to 
favor it than only one of them. For there is more Being that 
favors Being; both logc'tlu^r having more Being than one 
alone. So if one Being be as great as two, has as much ex¬ 
istence as both together, and has the same degree of general 
benevolence, it is more favorable to Being in general, than 
if there were general benevolence in a Being that had but 
half that share of existence. As a large quantitv’ of gold, with 
tlie same degree of preciousness, is more valuable than a 
small quantity of the same metal.'* 

Showing How That Love, Wherein True Virtue Consists, 
Respects the Divine Being and Created Beings 

From what has been said it is evident that true virtue 
must c hiefly consis t i n love to God; the Being of Beings, in¬ 
finitely die greatest and best of Beings. This appears whether 
we consider the primary or secondary ground of virtuous 
love. It was observed tliat the first objective ground of that 
love, wherein true virtue consists, is lleing, simply consid¬ 
ered; and as a necessary consequence of this, that Being who 
has the most of Being or the greatest share of universal ex- 

* Ibid., chap. i. 
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istence, has proportional>lv the greatest share of virtuous 
benevolence, so far as such a Being is exhibited to the facul¬ 
ties of our minds, other things being equal. But God has in¬ 
finitely the greatest share of existence or is infinitely the 
greatest Being. So that all other Being, even that of all 
created things, is as nothing in comparison of the divine 
Being. 

And if we consider the secondary ground of love, viz. 
beauty, or moral excellency, tfie same thing will appear. For 
as God is infinitely the greatest Being, so he is allowed to be 
infinitely the most beautiful and excellent. All beauty to be 
found throughout the whole creation is but the reflection of 
the diffused beams of that Being who hath an infinite fulness 
of brightness and glory. God s beauty is infinitely more val¬ 
uable than that of all other Beings upon both those accounts 
mentioned, viz. the decree of Ids virtue and the greatness of 
the Being possessed of this virtue. And God has sufficiently 
exliibitcd himself, in his Being, his infinite greatness and ex¬ 
cellency, and has given us faculties whereby we are capable 
of plainly discovering his immense superiority to all other 
beings in these respects. Therefore, he that has true virtue, 
consisting in benevolence to Bring in general and in that 
complacence in virtue, or moral beauty, and Ixmcvolence to 
virtuous being, must nect^ssarily have a supreme love to God, 
both of benevolence and complacence. And all true virtue 
must radically and essentially, and as it were summarily, 
consist in this. Because God is not onlv infinitelv greater 
and more excellent than all other Being, bnt he is the head of 
the universal system of existence; the foundation and foun¬ 
tain of all Being and all Beauty; from whom all is perfectly 
derived, and on whom all is most absolutely and perfectly 
dependent; of whom and through whom and to whom is all 
Being and all perfection; and whose Being and beauty is, 
as it were, the sum and comprehension of all existence and 
excellence, much more than the sun is the fountain and sum¬ 
mary comprehension of all the light and brightness of the 
day. 

If it should be objected that virtue consists primarily in 
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benevolence, but that our fellow-creatures, and not God, 
seem to be the most proper objects of our benevolence; in¬ 
asmuch as our j^oodness extendcth not to God, and we can¬ 
not be profitable to him:—To this I answer, 

1. A benevolent propensity of heart is exercised not only 
in seeking to promote the happiness of the Being towards 
whom it is exercised but also in rejoicing in his happiness. 
Even as gratitude for benefits received will not only excite 
(nideavors to requite the kindness w’e receive, by equally 
benefiting our benefactor, but also if he be above any need 
of us, or we have nothing to bestow, and arc unable to repay 
his kindness, it will dispose us to rejoice in his prosperity. 

2. Though we are not able to give anything to God, which 
vvt' have of our own, independentlv; yet we may be the in¬ 
struments of promoting his glory, in which he takes a true 
and proper delight. (As was shown at large in the treatise, 
on God’s end in creating the world. Chap. I, sect. 4, whither 
1 must refer the reader for a more full answer to this objec¬ 
tion.) Whatever influence such an objection may have on the 
minds of some, yet is there any that owns the Being of a God, 
who will deny that any love or benevolent affection is due to 
God, and proper to be exercised towards him? If no benevo¬ 
lence is to be exercised towards God, because we cannot 
profit him, then for the same reason, neither is gratitude to be 
exercised towards him for his benefits to us, because we 
cannot requite him. But where is the man who believes a 
God and a providence, that will sav this? 

There seems to be an inconsistence in some UTiters on 
morality in this respect, that they do not wholly exclude a 
regard to the Deity out of their schemes of morality, but yet 
mention it so slightly, that they leave me room and reason to 
suspect they esteem it a less important and a subordinate part 
of true morality: and insist on benevolence to the created 
system in such a manner as w'ould naturally lead one to sup¬ 
pose they look upon that as by far the most important and 
essential thing. But why .should this be? If true virtue con¬ 
sists partly in a respect to God, then doubtless it consists 
chiefly in it. If true morality requires that we should have 
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some regard, some benevolent affection to our Creator, as 
well as to his creatures, then doubtless it requires the first 
regard to be paid to him; and that he be e\ erv way tlu^ su¬ 
preme object of our benevolence. If his being aboxe our 
reach, and bevoiid all capacitv of being profited by us, does 
not hinder but that nevertheless he is the proper object of 
our love, then it does not hinder that he should be loved 
according to his dignity, or according to the degre(' in which 
he has those things w herein w orthiness of regard consists so 
far as w e are capable of it. But this w orthine.ss none w ill deny 
consists in these tw’O things, g/YY//nr.v.v and moral p^oodncss. 
And those that ow n a God, do not denv that he infinitely ex¬ 
ceeds all other Bc'ings in these. If tlu' Deitv is to be looked 
upon as within that swstem of Ih^ngs which properK’ termi¬ 
nates our benevolence, or belonging to that whol(\ certainly 
he is to be regarded as the head of the sx stem, and the cliirf 
part of it, if it be j^ropca* to call him a part, who is infinit('ly 
more than all the rest, and in comparison of whom and w ith- 
out whom all the r(‘st are nothing, either as to beauty or ex¬ 
istence. And therefore certainlv, unless wy' wall b(‘ atluasts, 
w’e must allow’ that true \'irtne does primarilv and most 
essentially consist in a supreme love to (k)d, and that where 
this is w anting thcaa* can be no true x irtne. 

But this being a matter of the highest importance, I .shall 
say something further to make it plain tliat love to Ciod is 
most essential to true \ irtne: and that no benevolence* what¬ 
soever to otlier Beings can be of the nature of true x irtue 
without it. 

And therefore, let it be snpposc'd that some Beings, by 
natural instinct or by some other means, have a determina¬ 
tion of mind to union and benevolence to a particular per¬ 
son, or private system,"’ which is but a small part of the 

^ It may he. here noted, that when liereaftcT 1 use such a phrase as 
private system of Beinj;.s, or others similar, I thereby intend any system or 
society of Beings that contains but a sinull part of the gre*at system, compre¬ 
hending the universality of existence. I think that nuiy well be called a 
private system, which is but an infinitely .small part of this great whole', we 
stand related to. I therefore also call that affection private affection, which 
is limited to so narrow a circle; and that ffcnrral affection or benevolence 
which has Being in general for its object. (Edwards’ note.) 
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universal system of Being, and that this disposition or de¬ 
termination of mind is independent on, or not subordinate to 
benevolence to Being in general. Such a determination, 
disposition, or affection of mind is not of the nature of true 
virtue. 

This is allowed by all with regard to self-love, in which 
good will is confined to one single person only. And there 
are the same reasons why any other private affection or good 
will, though extending to a society of persons, independent 
of, and unsubordinate to, benevolence to the universality, 
should not be esteemed tnily virtuous. For notwithstanding 
it extends to a number of persons, which taken together are 
more than a single person, yet the whole falls infinitely short 
of the universality of existence; and if put in the scales with 
it, has no greater proportion to it than a single person. 

However it may not be amiss more particularly to con¬ 
sider the reasons why private affections, or good will limited 
to a particular circle of Beings, falling infinitely short of the 
whole existence, and not dependent upon it, nor subordinate 
to general benevolence, cannot be of the nature of true 
virtue. 

1. Such a private affection, detached from general benevo¬ 
lence, and independent on it, as the case may be, will be 
against general benevolence, or of a contrary tendency; and 
will set a person against general existence, and make him an 
enemy to it. As it is with selfishness, or when a man is gov¬ 
erned by a regard to his owm private interest, independent 
of regard to the public good, such a temper disposes a man to 
act the part of an enemy to the public. As in ever}' case 
wherein his private interest seems to clash with the public; 
or in all those cases wherein such things are presented to his 
view that suit his personal appetites or private inclinations 
but are inconsistent with the good of the public. On which 
account a selfish, contracted, narrow spirit is generally ab¬ 
horred, and is esteemed base and sordid. But if a man’s affec¬ 
tion takes in half a dozen more, and his regards extend so far 
beyond his own single person as to take in his children and 
family; or if it reaches further still, to a larger circle, but 
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falls infinitely short of the universal system, and is exclusive 
of Being in general, his private affection exposes him to the 
same thing, viz. to pursue the interest of its particular object 
in opposition to general existence; which is certainly con¬ 
trary to the tendencx' of true virtue; yea directly contrary to 
the main and most essential thing in its nature, the thing on 
account of which chiefiy its nature and tendency is good. 

2. Private affection, if not subordinate to gc^ne'ral affection, 
is not only liable, as the case maij be, to issue in enmity to 
Being in general, but has a tendency to it, as the case cer¬ 
tainly is, and must necessarilv be. For he that is influenced 
by private affection, not subordinate to a regard to Being in 
general, sets up its particular and limited object above Being 
in general; and this most naturally t('nds to enmity against 
the latter, which is by right the great, suprt'nu', ruling, and 
absolutely sovereign object of our regard. Ex'cn as the set¬ 
ting up another prince as supreme in any kingdom, distinct 
from the lawful sovereign, naturally tends to enmity against 
the laxvful sox^ereign. Wherever it is sufficiently published, 
that the supreme, infinite, and all-comprehending Being re¬ 
quires a supreme regard to himself: and insists upon it, that 
our respect to him should unix crsally rule in our hearts, and 
every other affection be subordinate to it, and this under the 
pain of his displeasure, (as xx e must suppose it is in the world 
of intelligent creatures, if God maintains a moral kingdom in 
the xvwld) then a consciousness of our having chosen and 
set up another prince to rule over us and subjected our hearts 
to him, and continuing in such an act, must unavoidably ex^ 
cite enmity, and fix us in a stated opposition to the supreme 
Being. This demonstrates that affection to a private society 
or system, independemt on general bencx^olence, cannot be of 
the nature of true virtue. For this would be absurd, that it 
has the nature and essence of true virtue, and yet at the same 
time has a tendency opposite to true virtue. 

3. Not only would affection to a private system, unsub¬ 
ordinate to a regard to Being in general, have a tendency to 
opposition to the supreme object of virtuous affection, as its 
eflFect and consequence, but would become itself, an opposi- 
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tion to that object. Considered by itself, in its nature, de¬ 
tached from its effects, it is an instance of great opposition 
to the rightful supreme object of our respect. For it exalts its 
private object above the other great and infinite object; and 
sets that up as supreme in opposition to this. It puts down 
Being in general, which is infinitely superior in itself and in- 
fiiiilely more important, in an inferior place; yea, subjects the 
supreme general object to this private infinitely inferior ob¬ 
ject; which is to treat it with great contempt, and truly to 
act in opposition to it, and to act in opposition to the true 
order of things, and in opposition to that which is infinitely 
the siiprcane interest; making this supreme and infinitely im¬ 
portant interest, as far as in us lies, to be subject to, and de¬ 
pendent on an interest infinitely inferior. This is to act 
against it and to act the part of an enemy to it. 

From these things I think it is manifest, that no affection 
limited to any private system, not dependent on, nor sub¬ 
ordinate to Being in general, can be of the nature of true 
\'irtuc; and this, whatever the private system be, let it be 
more or less extensiv^e, consisting of a greater or smaller num¬ 
ber of individuals, so long as it contains an infinitely little 
part of universal existence, and so bears no proportion to the 
great all-comprehending .system. And consequently, that 
no affection whatsoever to anv creature, or any system of 
created Beings, which is not dependent on, nor subordinate 
to a propensity or union of the heart to God, the supreme 
and infinite Being, can be of the nature of true virtue. 

With respect to the manner in which a virtuous love in 
created beings, one to another, is dependent on and is de¬ 
rived from love to God, this will appear by a proper eonsid- 
eration of what has been said: that it is sufficient to render 
love to any created Being virtuous, if it arise from the tem¬ 
per of mind wherein consists a disposition to love God su¬ 
premely. Because it appears from what has already been 
obsei^x^d, all that love to particular Beings, which is the fmit 
of a benevolent propensity of heart to Being in general, is 
virtuous love. But, as has been remarked, a benevolent pro¬ 
pensity of heart to Being in general, and a temper or dispo- 
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sition to lo\-e God supremely, are in effect the same thing. 
Therefore, if love to a created being comes from that temper 
or propensity of the heart, it is virtuous. However, every par¬ 
ticular e.xercise of lo\’e to a creature may not sensibly arise 
from any exercise of love to God, or an explicit considera¬ 
tion of any similitude, conformitv, union, or relation to God 
in the creature beloved. 

A trulv virtuous mind, being as it were under the soxer- 
eign dominion of Jove to God, does abox e all things seek the 
glory of God, and makes this his supreme, gox erning, and 
ultimate end; consisting in the expression of God’s perft'C- 
tions in their proper effects, and in the manifestation of God’s 
glory to created understandings, and the communications of 
the infinite fulness of God to the ereature, in the creature’s 
highest esteem of God, lo\ c to God, and joy in God, and in 
the proper exercises and expressions of these*. And so far as a 
virtuous mind exercises true virtue in benex ok'nce to crt*ated 
beings, it chiefly seeks the good of the creature, consisting in 
its knowledge or \ iew of God’s glory and beauty, its union 
with God, conformity to him and love to him, and jov in him. 
And that temper or disposition of heart, that con.sent, union, 
or propensitv of mind to Being in general, which appears 
chiefly in such exercises, is virtue, truly so called; or, in other 
words, true grace and real holiness. And no other disposition 
or affection but this is of the nature of virtue. 

Corollary. Hence it appears that those schemes of religion 
or moral pliilosophx', which, however well in some respects 
they may treat of benevolence to mankind and other virtues 
depending on it, yet have not a supreme regard to God. and 
love to him, laid in the foundation, and all other virtues han¬ 
dled in a connection with this, and in subordination to this, 
are not true schemes of philosophy, but are fundam(mtally 
and essentially defective. It may be asserted in general, that 
nothing is of the nature of true virtue, in which God is not 
the first and the Ui.st; or which, with regard to their exercises 
in general, have not their first foundation and source in ap¬ 
prehensions of God’s supreme dignity and glory, and in 
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answcralile esteem and love of him, and have not respect to 
God as the supreme end.” 

Concerning the Secondary and Inferior Kind of Beauty 

Though this which has been spoken of alone is justly 
esteemed the true beauty of moral agents or spiritual Beings 
. . . yet there are other qualities, other sensations, propensi¬ 
ties and affections of mind and principles of action that often 
obtain the epithet of virtuous, and by many are supposed to 
bas e the nature of true virtue, which are entirely of a distinct 
nature from this, and have nothing of that kind, and therefore 
are erroneously confounded with real virtue. 

That consent, agreement, or union of Being to Being which 
has been spoken of, viz. the union or propensity of minds to 
mental or spiritual existence, may be called the highest and 
primary beauty that is to be found among things that exist, 
l)eing the proper and peculiar beauty of spiritual and moral 
Beings, which are the highest and first part of the universal 
s\stein, for whose sake all the rest has existence. Yet there 
is another, inferior, secondary beauty, which is some image 
of this, and which is not peculiar to spiritual Beings, b\it is 
found even in inanimate things; which consists in a mutual 
consent and agreement of different things, in form, manner, 
quantity, and visible end or design; called by the various 
names of regularity, order, uniformity, symmetry, propor¬ 
tion, harmony, etc. Such is, as it were, the mutual consent of 
the different parts of the pcripheiy of a circle. Such is the 
beauty of the figures on a piece of chintz or brocade. Such 
is the beautiful proportion of the various parts of a human 
body or countenance. And such is the sweet mutual consent 
and agreement of the various notes of a melodious tune. 

The reason, or at least one reason, why God has made 
this kind of mutual agreement of things beautiful and grate¬ 
ful to those intelligent Beings that perceive it, probably is 
that there is in it some image of the true, spiritual, original, 

* Ibid., chap. ii. ^ 
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beauty which has been spoken of. It pleases God to observe 
analogy in his works, as is manifest in fact in innumerable 
instances. 

This secondary kind of beauty, consisting in uniformity 
and proportion, not only takes place in material and external 
things, but also in things immaterial: and is, in very many 
things, plain and sensible in the latter as well as the fonner. 
There is a beauty of order in society, besides w^hat consists in 
benevolence or can be referred to it, w^hich is of the secondarv 
kind: As, when the different members of society have all their 
appointed office, place and station, according to their several 
capacities and talents, and every one keeps his place, and 
continues in his proper business. There is the same kind of 
beauty in immaterial things, in what is called wisdom, con¬ 
sisting ill the united tendenev of thoughts, ideas and particu¬ 
lar volitions to one general puqwse, w'hich is a distinct 
thing from the goodness of that genc^ral purpose, as being 
useful and benevolent. 

So there is a beauty in the \artue called justice, which 
consists in the agreement of different things tliat have rela¬ 
tion to one another, in nature, manner and measure, and 
therefore is the very same sort of beauty w ith that imiformitv 
and proportion, w^hich is observable in those external and 
material things that are esteemed ])eautiful. Things are in 
natural regularity and mutual agreement, in a literal sense, 
when he w^hose heart opposes the general system, should 
have the hearts of that svstein, or the heart of the head and 
ruler of the system against him: and tliat in consequence, 
he should receive evil in proportion to the evil tendency of 
the opposition of his heart. So there is an agreement in na¬ 
ture and measure, w hen he that loves has the proper returns 
of love; when he that from his heart promotes the good of an¬ 
other has his good promoted by the other; for there is a kind 
of justice in a becoming gratitude. 

Indeed most of the duties incumbent on us, if w^ell con¬ 
sidered, will be found to partake of the nature of justice. 
There is some natural agreement of one thing to another; 
some adaptedness of the agent to the object; some answer- 
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ableness of the act to the occasion; some equality and pro¬ 
portion in things of a similar nature, and of a direct relation 
one to another. So it is in relative duties: duties of chil¬ 
dren to parents and of parents to children; duties of husbands 
and wives; duties of rulers and subjects; duties of friendship 
and good neighborhood; and all duties that we owe to God, 
our Creator, preserver and benefactor; and all duties what¬ 
soever, considered as required by God. But there is another 
and higher beauty in true virtue and in all truly virtuous 
dispositions and e.\ereises than what consists in any uniform¬ 
ity or similarity of various things, viz. the union of heart to 
Being in general, or to God the Being of Beings, which ap¬ 
pears in tliose virtues, and which those virtues, when true, 
are the various expressions or effeels of. It is true that be¬ 
nevolence to Being in general, when a person hath it, will 
naturally incline him to justice, or proportion in the exer¬ 
cises of it. He that loves Being, simply considered, will nat¬ 
urally, other things being equal, love particular Beings in a 
proportion compounded of the degree of Being and the de¬ 
gree of virtue, or benevolence to Being, which they have. 
So that, after benevolence to Being in general exists, the 
proportion which is observed in objects may be the cause of 
the proportion of benevolence to those objects; but no pro¬ 
portion is the cause or ground of the existence of such a 
tiring as benevolence to Being. 

From all that has been observed concerning this secondary 
kind of beauty, it appears that that disposition which consists 
in determination of the mind to approve and be pleased with 
this beauty, considered simply and by itself, has nothing of 
the nature of true virtue, and is entirely a different thing from 
a truly virtuous taste.'' 

Of Self-Love, and Its Various Influence to Cause 
Love to Others, Or the Contrary 

Self-love, as the phrase is used in common speech, most 
commonly signifies a man’s regard to his confined private 

^ Ibid., chap. iii. 
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self, or love to himself with respect to his private interest. By 
private interest I mean that which most immediately con¬ 
sists in those pleasures, or pains, that are personal. For there 
is a comfort and a grief that some ha\'e in others’ pleasures or 
pains, which are in others originally, but in some measure be¬ 
come theirs by virtue of a benevolent union of heart with 
others. And there arc other pleasures and pains that are 
originally our own, and not what we have by such a partici¬ 
pation with others. Such is the natural disposition in men to 
be pleased in a perception of their being the objects of the 
honor and love of others, and displeased with others’ hatred 
and contempt. It is ea.sy to see that a man’s lo\’e to himself 
will make him love love to himself, and hate hatred to him¬ 
self. And as God has constituted our nature, self-love is 
exercised in no one di.sposition more than in this. 

If we take self-love in this sense, love to some others may 
truly be the effect of self-love. By order of nature, a man’s 
love to those that lo\'e him is no more than a cc’i tain expres¬ 
sion or effect of self-love. Therefore there is no more true 
\’irtuc in a man’s thus lo\ ing his friends merely from self-love, 
than there is in self-love itself. As men may love persons and 
things from self-love so may their love to qualities and char¬ 
acters arise from the same .source. Is it a strange thing that 
men should from self-love like a temper of character, which 
in its nature and tcndenc)’ falls in w’ith the nature and tend¬ 
ency of self-love and which we know by experience and self- 
evidence, without metaphysical refining, in the general temds 
to men’s pleasure and benefit? And, on the contrary, should 
dislike what they see tends to men’s pain and misery? If a 
man from self-love disapproves the vices of malice, ensy and 
others of that sort, which naturally tend to the hurt of man¬ 
kind, why may he not from the same principle approvt; the 
contrary virtues of meekness, peaceableness, benevolence, 
charity, generosity, justice, and the social virtues in general 
which he as easily and clearly knows, naturally tend to the 
good of mankind? It is undoubtedly true that some have a 
love to these virtues from a higher principle. But yet I think 
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it certainly true, tliat there is generally in mankind a sort of 
approbation of them, which arises from self-love.** 

Of Natural Conscience, and the Moral Sense 

There is yet another disposition or principle of great im¬ 
portance, natural to mankind, which, if we consider the con¬ 
sistence and harmony of nature’s laws, may also be looked 
upon as in some sense arising from self-love or self-union. 
That is a disposition in man to be uneasy in a consciousness 
of being inconsistent with himself, and as it were, against 
himself in his own actions. In pure love to others (i.e. love not 
arising from self-love) there is an union of the heart with 
others, a kind of enlargement of the mind, whereby it so ex¬ 
tends itself as to take others into a man’s self. And therefore 
it implies a disposition to feel, to desire, and to act as though 
others were one with ourselves, which naturallv renders a 
sensible inconsistence with ourselves and self-opposition in 
what wt; ourseb es choose and do to be uneasy to the mind. 

Thus approving actions, because we therein act as in 
agreement with ourselves or as one with ourselves, and thus 
disapproving and being uneasy in the consciousness of dis- 
agn'cing and being inconsistent with ourselves in what we 
do, is quite a differemt thing from approving or disapproving 
actions because in them we agree and are united with Being 
in general, which is loving or hating actions from a sense of 
the primary beauty of true virtue, and odiousness of sin. The 
former of these principles is private; the latter is public and 
truly benevolent in the highest sense. The former is a nat¬ 
ural principle; but the latter is a divine principle. 

In that uneasiness now mentioned consists very much of 
that inward trouble men have from reflectiojis of conscience. 
Natural conscience consists in these two things. 1. In that 
disposition to approve or disapprove the moral treatment 
which passes between us and others from a determination of 
the mind to be easy or uneasy in a consciousness of our Ireing 
® Ibid., chap. iv. 
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consistent or inconsistent with ourselves. 2. The sense of 
desert, consisting in a natural agreement, proportion and har¬ 
mony, between malevolence or injur\\ and resentment or 
punishment; or between loving and being loved, between 
showing kindness and being rewarded, etc. Both these kinds 
of approving or disapproving concur in the approbation or 
disapprobation of conscience, the one founded on the other. 
Thus when a man’s conscience disappro\f*s of his treat¬ 
ment of his neighbor, in the first place he is conscious, that 
if he were in his neighbor’s stead, he .should resent such 
treatment, from a sense of justice, or from a sense of uni¬ 
formity and equality between such treatment and resent¬ 
ment and punishment. And then in the next place, lu' p('r- 
ceives that therefore he is not consistent with himself, in do¬ 
ing what he himself should resent in that case. 

Approbation and disapprobation of conscience, in the 
sense now explained, will extend to all virtue and vice, to 
everything whatsoever that is moralK’ good or evil, in a 
mind which does not confine its view to a pri\*ate sphere but 
will take things in general into consideration and is frc‘e from 
speculative error. For as all virtue or moral good mav be re¬ 
solved into love to others, either God or crt?atures, so men 
easily see the uniformity and natural agreement there is be¬ 
tween loving others and being accepted and favored by 
others. And all vice, sin, or moral evil, summarily consisting 
in the want of this love to others, or in the contrarv, viz. 
hatred or malevolence, so men easily see the natural agree¬ 
ment there is between hating and doing ill to others and be¬ 
ing hated by them, and suffering ill from them, or from him 
that acts for all and has the care of the whole .system. Thus 
natural conscience, if tlie understanding be properly en¬ 
lightened, and errors and blinding stupifying prejudices are 
removed, concurs with the law of God, and is of equal extent 
with it, and joins its voice with it in every article. 

And thus in particular we may see in what respect tliis 
natural conscience extends to true virtue, consisting of union 
of heart to Being in general, and supreme love to God. For 
although it sees not, or rather does not taste its primary and 



JONATHAN EDWARDS 409 

essential beauty, i.e. it tastes no sweetness in benevolence to 
Being in general, simply considered (for nothing but general 
benevolence itself can do that), yet this natural conscience, 
common to mankind, may approve of it from that uniformity, 
equality and justice which there is in it. 

Thus has God established and ordered that this principle 
of natural comcience, which though it implies no such thing 
as actual benc'volence to Being in general, nor any delight 
in such a principle, simply considered, yet should approve 
and condemn the same things that arc approved and con¬ 
demned by a .spiritual sense or virtuous ta.ste. 

The conscience may S('e the natural agreement between 
opposing and being opposed, between hating and being 
hated, without abhorring malevolence from a benevolent 
temper of mind, or without los ing God from a view of the 
beauty of his holiness. These things have no necessaiy' de¬ 
pendence one on the other.” 

Of Particular Instincts of Nature, Which in 
Some Respects Resemble Virtue 

There arc various dispositions and inclinations natural to 
man which depend on particular laws of nature, determining 
their minds to certain affections and actions towards particu¬ 
lar objects; which laws seem to be established chiefly for the 
preservation of mankind . . . and their comfortably subsist¬ 
ing in the world. Which dispositions may be called instincts. 

If any Being or Beings have by natural instinct, or by any 
other means, a determination of mind to benevolence, ex¬ 
tending only to some particular persons or private system, 
however large that system may be, or however great a num¬ 
ber of individuals it may contain, so long as it contains but 
an infinitely small part of universal existence, and so bears no 
proportion to this great and universal system—such limited 
private benevolence, not arising from, nor being subordinate 
to benevolence to Being in general cannot have the nature 
of true virtue. 

® Ibid., chap. v. 
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These private aflFcctions, if they do not arise from gen¬ 
eral benevolence, and they are not connected with it in their 
first existence, have no tendency to produce it. Being not 
dependent on it, their detached and unsubordinate operation 
rather tends to and implies opposition to Being in general 
than general benevolence; as everv one sees and owns with 
respect to self-lox e. And there are the very same reasons wiiy 
any other private affection confined to limits infinitely short 
of universal existence should have that influence, as w^dl as 
love that is confined to a single person. If persons by any 
means come to ha\ e a bcmex olent affection limited to a party 
that is verv large or to the countrv or nation in general, of 
whicli they are a part, or the public* commimity they belong 
to, though it be as large as the Roman empire was of old; yea, 
if there could be an instinct or a cause determining a person 
to benevolence tow’ards the wiiole world of mankind, or even 
all created sensible natures throughout the universe, exclu¬ 
sive of union of heart to i^eneral I'xistenee and of love to God, 
nor derived from that tc'iiipor of mind which disposes to a 
supreme regard to him, nor subordinate to such di\ ine love, 
it cannot be of the nature of true \ irtue.'" 


The Reasons Why Those Things That Have Been Mentioned, 
Which Have Not the Essence of Virtue, Have Yet hy Many 
Been Mistaken for True Virtue 

The first reason may l)e this, that although they ha\'e not 
the specific and distinguishing nature and essence of virtue, 
yet they have something that belongs to the general nature 
of virtue. The general nature of virtue is love. There is some¬ 
thing of the general nature of virtue in those natural affec¬ 
tions and principles that have been mentioned. In many of 
these natural affections there is something of the appearance 
of love to persons. In some of them there appears the tend¬ 
ency and effect of benevolence in part. Pity to others in 
distress though not properly of the nature of love, yet has 

10 Ihid., chap. vi. 
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partly the same influence and effect with benevolence. Nat¬ 
ural gratitude . . . has the same or like operation and effect 
with friendship, in part, for a season, and with regard to so 
much of the welfare of its object as appears a deserved re¬ 
quital of kindness received. So that many times men from 
natural gratitude do really with a sort of benevolence love 
those who love them. The natural disposition there is to mu¬ 
tual affection between the sexes often operates by what may 
properly be called love. There is oftentimes truly a kind both 
of benevolence and complacence. As there is also between 
parents and children. 

Thus these things have something of the general nature 

of virtue. What thev are essentiallv defective in is, that thev 
' 

are private in their nature; they do not arise from any temper 
of benevolence to Being in general, nor ha\'e they a tendency 
to anv such effect in tlu'ir operation. But yet agreeing with 
virtiu^ in its general nature, thc‘\’ are beautiful within their 
own priv'ate sphere, i.e. they appear beautiful if we confine 
our views to that pri\'ate system. The reason why men are so 
ready to take these private aff<‘ctions for true virtue, is the 
narrowness of their views; and above all, that they are so 
ready to leave the divine Being out of their \'iew, and to neg¬ 
lect him in their consideration, or to regard him in their 
thoughts as though he were not properly belonging to the 
system of real existence, but as a kind of shadowy, imaginary 
Being. We are apt, through the narrowness of our views, in 
judging of the beauty of affections and actions, to limit our 
consideration to only a small part of the created system. 
When private affections extend themselves to a considerable 
number, we are very readx’ to look upon them as truly virtu¬ 
ous. Thus it is with respect to a man’s love to a large party 
or a man’s love to his country. Hence among the Romans 
love to their country was the highest x irtue, though this affec¬ 
tion of theirs, so much extolled among them, was emplox’cd 
as it were for the destruction of the rest of mankind. 

Another reason why these natural principles and affections 
are mistaken for true virtue is that in several respects they 
have the same effect w’hich true virtue tends to; especially in 
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these two wa\^s: 1. The present state of the world is so or¬ 
dered and constituted by the wisdom and goodness of its 
supreme ruler, that these natural principles, for the most 
part, tend to the good of the world of mankind. Herein they 
agree with the tendency of general benevolence which seeks 
and tends to tlie general good. But this is no proof that these 
natmal principles have the nature of true virtue. 2. These 
principles have a like effect with true virtue in this respect 
that they tend several ways to restrain vice, and prevent 
many acts of wickedness. vSo is this present state of mankind 
ordered by a merciful God, that men's self-lov^e does in in¬ 
numerable ways restrain from acts of true wickedness; and 
not only so but puts men upon seeking true virtue; yet is not 
itself true virtue, but is the source of all the wickedness that 
is in the world. 

Another reason why these inferior affections, especially 
some of them, are accounted virtuous, is that there are affc'C- 
tions of the same denomination which are truly virtuous. 
Thus, for instance, there is a truly virtuous pity from general 
benevolence. It excites compassion in cases that are over¬ 
looked by natural instinct. And even in those cases to which 
instinct extends, it mixes its influence with the natural prin¬ 
ciple and guides and regulates its operations. So there is a 
virtuous gratitude; or a gratitude that arises not only from 
self-love, but from a superior principle of disinterested gen¬ 
eral benev^olencc. So there is a virtuous love of justice, aris¬ 
ing from pure benevolence to Being in general . . . and so a 
virtuous conscientiousness, or a sanctified conscience. And 
as, when natural affections have their operations mixed with 
the influence of virtuous benevolence, and are directed and 
determined thereby, they may be called virtuous, so there 
may be a virtuous love of parents to their children, and be¬ 
tween other near relatives; a virtuous love of our town, or 
country^ or nation. Yea, and a virtuous love between the 
sexes, as there may be the influence of virtue mingled with 
instinct. A principle of general benevolence softens and 
sweetens the mind, makes it more susceptible of the proper 
influence and exercise of the gentler natural instincts, and 
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directs every one into its proper channels, and determines the 
exercise to the proper manner and measure, and guides all 
to the best purposes.’' 
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chapter 14 

S0REN KIERKEGAARD 


Among the many distingiiishecl nineteenth-century Prot¬ 
estant thinkers there is none who is so singular in intent and 
accomplishment as S0ren A. Kierkegaard. Some thirty-odd 
published works, a man\'-vohiined journal, and a fistful of 
slashing polemical pamphlets and articles—these were the 
work of a lifetime. Thouiih an ardent church-going Lutheran 
and ratlier well read in the theology of tlie day, Kierkegaard's 
writings were not calculated to the intellectual stride of nine- 
teenth-centui*}' life. He wrote from persoiial concern about 
his own religious life but \\ltirsuch pathos and enthusiasm 
on’the one hand and with such d(*licacy and intellectual 
poise on the other that his writings constitute in a single com¬ 
pass both a devotional literature delineating the ethical con¬ 
tent and pragmatic significance of God in Christ and a philo¬ 
sophic literature delineating the nature and province of 
r^ection. 

7^" *Better well-hung than ill-wed” is the motto chosen by 
Kierkegaard tor ins V liilosophicarF but it might 

well have been used for his (mtire authorship. For he did not 
choose to write so that he would be support(^d by “the omnip¬ 
otence of public opinion.'’ Where almost everyone took for 
granted the answer, Kierkegaard chose to ask again: What 
is Christianity? An intellectual and studied detac hment kept 
him “well-hung” within the rationalistic and Ilegeliin^Yihd 
Lutheran context and permitted him to write in remarkable 
independence of uiQ3iST)rthe H^^iy. But a constant per¬ 
sonal concern about his owm relation to God provided suffi¬ 
cient motivation for an authorship which was so demanding 
that it consumed in the WTiting the author s life. 
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Kierkegaards years were very few.) He was bom in 1813 
and died, forty-two years later, in li§55. Bom in a home of 
some intellectual and financial means—the father retired in 
his early forties to devote the rest of his life to intellectual 
pursuits—S0ren was enabled to live the life of a gentleman 
man of letters on the patrimony provided. This aristocratic 
status, however, was itself the occasion for severe scratiny of 
his ovm life. From S0ren’s twenty-second year and continu¬ 
ing through the next twenty years, we can note him perspicu- 
ouslv threading his way among the difficulties that opulence 
of talent and fortune prtivided for him. The possibilities im¬ 
plicit in the abilities which he very early recognized to exist 
in himself and the freedom which moderate means allowed 
seemed to Kierkegaard to be an instance, rare to be sure, 
when’ a life, his own, might gain its religious significance and 
justification by a life of authorship. Dare he claim a divine 
governance for a life of authorship? The question was not 
easy to answer. Eight years of desultory study at the Uni¬ 
versity of Copenhagen (1830-38) gave him opportunity for 
the study of literatiire, philosophy, and theology. A death¬ 
bed promise exacted by his father in 1838 brought S0ren 
through two vears of disciplined study to a theological de¬ 
gree cum latidc in 1840. But this latter period was so un¬ 
interesting that S0ren called it “the great parenthesis.” Try 
as he w’ould, Kierkegaard did not become integrated into 
what he called “the universal,” and neither family, state, nor 
church could as yet attract him sufficiently to provide a pat¬ 
tern for his life. 

The single diversion from theological study during the 
“parenthesis” was Regina Olsen. “During this time I let her 
existence twine itself about mine,” he said in a later account 
of his love affair.^ But in September, 1840, began the overt 
wooing. During the ensuing year Kierkegaard wote a mas¬ 
sive dissertation for the Master’s degree and courted Regina 
with a briskness that seemed to promise an early marriage. 
By October, 1841, the engagement was broken and the dis- 

Walter Lowrie, A Sfwrt Life of Kierkegaard (Princeton: Princeton Uni¬ 
versity Press, 1944), p. 131. 
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of Christianity, the relations between the logic of thought 
and the attitudes and commitments by which men evaluate— 
these as well as other topics. This array of subject matter is 
surprising enough; but this entire literature does something 
more—it provides varying points of view in the created pseu¬ 
donymous authors whereby almost every topic is treated from 
at least two, and sometimes more, vantage points. This 
proliferation of standpoints and subject matter, and the fact 
that the author Kierkegaard refused to take responsibility 
for the views expressed but admitted only to the responsibil¬ 
ity of inventing the authors, all of this indicates that the en¬ 
tire literature to the year 1846 had a purpose not evident 
in any single work. 

Readers of Kierkegaard have sometimes disregarded this 
involved mode of writing and have fallen into the very trap 
that Kierkegaard said they would. Perhaps it is true that the 
plot became a little too involved and that the books aroused 
curiosity instead of inciting the moral and religious spirit of 
the renider. In any case, Kierkegaard disclosed in several 
places the plot of the authorship and detailed his intentions 
as a religious and Christian thinker. He said that there was a 
point of yiew ^n the_authorship and that it was^'out of the 
aesthetic, thfou^ tKe et hical and^the.pKlosopliical, and into 
t^ religiotis;”' “tfe'began with a religious purpose, he said, 
hilt a pcdagogical wisdom demanded that he begin where 
the reader was. He therefore wrote the first volume of 
Either/Or in such a way as to depict the categories of life 
viewed as enjoyment as well as its correlative structure of 
personality. All of the later pseudonymous works played a 
corresponding role in the enormous evangelical task of bring¬ 
ing an individual reader first to the consciousness of what he 
would be if he shared the common-sense commitments of 
Danish cultured life and subsequently to the consciousness 
of other significant and alternative commitments including 
Christianity. Kierkegaard was troubled by the apostasy of 
his day and, like Schleiermacher, a contemporary German 
theologian, he chose to address himself to the cultured de- 
spisers of Christianity. But his weapons were not the same. 
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Kierkegaard had to expend his immense creative poetic gifts 
in a detailed and closely controlled argument with the age. 
This he conceived to be his religious vocation. And should 
any one doubt the veracity of the claim to a religious inten¬ 
tion—especially while reading about seduction, Mozart’s op¬ 
eras, the essay on kissing, and so on—Kierkegaard pointed to 
the use of pseudonyinity and also to the publication of twen¬ 
ty-one religious discourses in seven small volumes, each a 
companion to one of the pseudonvmous works, each bearing 
his own name and each verifying that he was religious from 
the beginning. 

His authorship was conceived then as a new mode of pre¬ 
senting the Christian faith. It entailed as a matter of fact 
that Kierkegaard should become sensitive to the value struc¬ 
tures in his culiiire and give them conceptual form. It re¬ 
quired further that lie come to grips with the most influential 
philosophy of the da\% objective idealism, particularly as it 
was expressed by Hegel and his followers. These two tasks 
were done in the pseudonvmous literature. Kierk(*gaard’s 
doctrine of the ‘"stages” is an attempt to state the significant 
and competing alternative modes of evaluating and living 
one’s life, and this doctrine gives form and structure to his 
entire literature. But in order to argue that the intc*llig(‘nce 
can entertain alternative possibilities, including (diristianity, 
without thereby being iiecessarilv committed to any one of 
them, it became necessary for Kierkegaard to evolve a theory 
concerning the nature and limits of reflection. In his theories 
of knowledge and logic he penned what are perhaps the most 
telling criticisms of idealistic metaphysical logic yet seen. 
His own theories, even though they are imbedded in his 
literature and nowhere a topic for extended and separate 
treatment, are only now being appreciated for their intrinsic 
intellectual precision and merit. 

Kierkegaard actually proposed a new standpoint from 
which Christianity as well as other views of life could be 
described and understood. He argued the possibility of a 
neutral and disinterested standpoint for the intelligence and 
at the same time the impossibility of neutrality and disin-* 
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terestedness for the tasks of living. He did not seek to reduce 
one to the otlier but only to delineate the provinces respec¬ 
tively of reason and the passions in order that one should 
violate neither the passions by urging their inferiority in re¬ 
spect to reflection, nor reflection by urging that it was the 
means of solving the mysteries attendant upon existing and 
valuing. 

But this was only half of Kierkegaard’s authorship. After 

1846 he began to write another series of works. These were 
less a part of a plot. They represent instead a filling out of 
the religious and Christian categories with an almost infinite 
detail. As rich as other views of life are, a fact to which his 
writings themselves attest, Kierkegaard was at pains to show 
that what faith produces need not be “a coarse and common 
work, only for the more clumsy natures”* but could, in virtue 
of its character, be artistically and dialectically refined. From 

1847 through 1851, Kierkegaard wrote Works of Love, Edi¬ 
fying Discourses in Various Spirits, The Christian Discourses, 
the Sickness Unto Death, Training in Christianity, Judge for 
Yourself, For Self-Examination, and a number of briefer es¬ 
say-like discourses. Kierkegaard believed these later works 
to be a part of the larger evangelical task served by the total 
authorship. He even suggested that his entire literature 
could be conceived as a long single work of which these later 
works were but the final chapters. 

Becoming a Chrlstian in Christendom 

As Kierkegaard’s writing went on, new motifs w'ere ex¬ 
pressed. Without exaggeration he tells us that he was 
“strictly brought up in the Christian religion” and that he 
heard nothing of angels, the child Jesus, and sundry pleasant¬ 
ries of Christianity. Instead he learned about a crucified 
Saviour and became “old as a child.” As he matured, this 
picture of God began to require more and more of him, and 
the claim became more inward as years went by. Even 

2 Fear and Trembling, trans. by Walter Lowrie (Princeton; University 
Press, 1945), p. 48. 
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though he was somewhat critical of what he called this “crazy 
upbringing,” he sought to express this claim by considering 
how it is that one becomes a Christian. Living in an environ¬ 
ment where the church was a national institution and where 
baptism and observance of certain religious proprieties were 
taken for granted, Kierkegaard felt the problem to be 
one of becoming a Christian in Christendom where everyone 
takes Christianity for granted. Increasingly he called atten¬ 
tion to the fact that the categories were no longer clear and 
that what looked like a “Christianizing” of the culture might 
also be conceived as a secularizing and attenuating of true 
Christianity. He found too that many motives, some of them 
irrelevant, were now present for becoming a Christian, and 
he deemed it his task to separate these motives and de¬ 
termine their fittingness to a Christian and/or other views of 
life. 

It was within these additional intere?sts that the later re¬ 


ligious works were written. Their content provides a severe 
scrutiny of many of the easy and conventional practices of 
Christian church life. He agrees that Luther was right in 
the Reformation period in pushing back “works” in order 
that the nature of faith be made clear. But he will not agree 
with what he thinks is in his own day the evasion of the ethics 
of Jesus for the theology of Paul. He urges therefore that 
works be brought up again for consideration—at least as the 
minor premise—in order that all ean see that Christianity 
presupposes an expression of faith in God in the conduct of 
everyday life. From many different points of view and with 
all the richness his aesthetic and intellectual capacities per¬ 
mitted, he explored many facets of Christian life and thought, 
always addressing himself to that cultivated reader who like 


himself was intent upon becoming a Christian in Christen¬ 
dom. 


By 1851, only a few years but many books from Either/Ory 
which started the formal authorship, Kierkegaard’s patri¬ 
mony was spent and his writing had reached a kind of sum¬ 
mary point. The enthusiastic readers of his literature he had 
known had not impressed him with their grasp of his inten¬ 
tion. Just as in 1846 he had decried that kind of praise given 
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him in virtue of misunderstanding so now too he sought no 
followers and refused even to consider that his responsibility 
was to become a moulder of public opinion. Kierkegaard 
did not believe that any reformative measures could express 
the ideality which Christianity, as he understood it, de¬ 
manded. He refrained, therefore, from all overt measures to 
instrumemtalize his own thought. He never cried out for 
disestablishment of the national church nor did he look long¬ 
ingly towards reunion with the Roman communion. Those 
readers who see him as sectarian or as Catholic or as Lu¬ 
theran do so only by a careful selection of his writings and by 
studied disregard of the major intention governing the entire 
productivity. Rightly or wrongly, Kierkegaard saw the issues 
of the moral and religious life in terms of which kind of in¬ 
ner enthusiasm and passion a man might let rule his life. 
Everv man had to overcome his own world, and all that one 
mail could do for another was not to overcome it for him, but 
free him by the indirection of compassion, love, mercy, and 
even thought, to the high honor of facing the choice and 
working out his own salvation by the help of God. 

Amid all of this strenuous reflection and writing, Kierke¬ 
gaard remained a faithful churchman. He attended services 
regularly and even preached on occasion. He never courted 
favor by pretending to be orthodox nor did he seek notoriety 
by defining himself in opposition. He was quite content to 
let the church stand as it was—he believed his own personal 
and religious problems capable of solution without a change 
in the environment. But with a well-earned leisure on hand 
he began to reflect upon the relations which he previously 
had noted between theology and pastor, pastor and layman, 
church and state, the self-adopted New Testament standard 
of the Lutheran church and Lutheran practice, and the 
thought of a deed and the deed itself. In virtue of what he 
had written and in complete consistency therewith he began 
to probe more deeply into the relation that obtained between 
New Testament Christianity and the church in history. 
Again, and as in his other religious writings, he saw that the 
deedful expression of Christian faith was the most difiicult 
for the individual believer to attain and the church to ad- 
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vocate. With care and exactness, Kierkegaard examined 
many facets of religious life. Much of this can be found 
in the rich journal that was kc^pt from late 1851 through 1855. 
At the same time he was practicing with complete poise and 
deep religious joy the presence of God with such intensity as 
to occasion the view widely current that he had achieved a 
kind of saintliness. He said during 1854: 

Blit the thing Christianity teaches is what a man can become in life. 
Here then there is hope that a tame goose may become a wild goose 
. . . but for the love of God in heaven, take care of this: so soon as 
thou dost observ'e that the tame geese are beginning to acquire power 
over thee, then off, off and away with the flock! lest it end with thy 
becoming a tame goose blissfully content with a pitiable condition.^ 

Instead of the church bringing men into the new life in 
Christ, the godly “wildness,’’ the daring of a life in which 
one lived as if God, the spirit, existed and all men were to 
be loved—instead of this, the church seemed to domesticate 
both the faitli and the believers to make of Christianity only 
the divine justification of those values and commitments 
which one would have had anyway! 

The funeral eulogy of Bishop Mynstcr, primate of the 
Danish Lutheran Church, by Hans Martensen, the greatest 
of Denmark’s theologians, seemed to Kierkegaard to epito¬ 
mize the state of affairs. Martensen’s generous description of 
the Bishop as “irreplaceable,” “a genuine witness for the 
truth,” and a link in “the holy chain of witnesses” piqued 
Kierkegaard, though himself an admirer of Myiister, as quite 
overdone. After waiting long months for the election and 
consecration of Martensen as Mynster’s successor, Kierke¬ 
gaard finally made his disapproval public. For nine months 
thereafter Kierkegaard shocked northern European Christen¬ 
dom by his many satirical pamphlets and articles. He be¬ 
came popular again but, as he noted repeatedly, for wrong 
reasons. One need neither justify nor defend him at this date, 
but it is well to remember that he sought no external reforms 
and proposed no ecclesiastic novelties. He asked only for 

3 Walter Lowrie, A Short Life of Kierkegaard (Princeton: Princeton Uni¬ 
versity Press), p. 259. 
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that which he believed would permit the church to help 
others into the presence of God. As through his whole life so 
now too he was unconventional and something of an excep¬ 
tion. He denied that he or his thought was a model for any¬ 
one else, but he did, nonetheless, move with resoluteness 
and sure step to the criticism of what he deemed to be the 
compromises of the church. His onslaught was directed 
against the state of affairs whereby, in the interest of winning 
men, the ethical content of the culture is paraded as the 
ethics of Christianity. Kierkegaard never denied a relation 
between God and society, but he did deny that the values 
relevant to either were necessarily homogeneous with one 
another. He urged therefore a recognition of the heter¬ 
ogeneity of the Christian ethical content. He asked no re¬ 
turn to early Christian faith but urged instead that a sensi¬ 
tivity to value structures in his day would be corroborative 
of the long-standing heterogeneity of Christianity and Chris¬ 
tians in history. 

In recent years Kierkegaard has been rediscovered. He 
has been used by many current theologians as the nineteenth- 
century spokesman of a twentieth-century view^ His em¬ 
phasis upon the qualitative distinctness of Christian morality 
has given impetus to recent critiques of the socially oriented 
theologies of Europe and America. But his day is yet to 
come. The finesse of his thought has engaged relatively few 
minds, and it may be that his greatest influence wall come 
when theologians find it necessary to reflect upon the ele¬ 
mental problems of the nature of thought and relate these 
problems to the broader questions which concern the ethical 
dimension of the Christian religion. 

Kierkegaard’s significance can be variously assessed. It 
has been said about him that he was too many-sided to be 
the founder of a school. And certainly it is difficult ever to 
imagine that a sect or denomination might be the fruit of his 
efforts. But it is true that he rethought the philosophical 
nature of supernaturalism with such acumen that one 
scholar has claimed that Kierkegaard has repudiated the 
Protestant scholastic traditions of the seventeenth and eight¬ 
eenth centuries and reaffinned a Luther-like philosophical 



424 


CHRISTIAN ETHICS 


position/ He endeavored to describe the nature of Chris¬ 
tianity in ethical categories rather than in either the meta¬ 
physical-logical categories of idealism or the Biblical and 
empirical and historical categories of traditional theism. 
Whether this was a significant endeavor only further reflec¬ 
tion of many persons can tell. But whether or not this was 
an unconventional form of an evangelical ministry, a minis¬ 
try of writing, seems already to be answered in the afiirma- 
tivc. Whether anyone else would admit the latter or not, 
Kierkegaard could repeat in the stress of the attack upon the 
church what he had said before: “I see Christianity from the 
inside” and “my writings are my own education.” If no other 
person should find significance in Kierkegaard’s life and 
thought, certainly Kierkegaard would not have been disap¬ 
pointed; for his entire life was spent in understanding what 
it meant to be an individual before God. Before death took 
him ill 18.55, his writings were the very means by which he 
believed himself to have found himself not only in Chris¬ 
tendom but becoming a Christian within Christendom. This 
was enough! 


SOURCES 


From 

The Writings of S0rf.n Kierkegaard* 

Contemporaneity with Christ 

If the teacher serves as an occasion by means of which 
the learner is reminded, he cannot help the learner to recall 
that he really knows the Truth; for tlie learner is in a state 

^ Jaroslav Pelikan, From Luther to Kierkegaard (St. Louis: Concordia 
Publishing House, 1950). 

The materials below are taken from several of Ki(*rkcgaard’s books, 
arranged under appropriate headings by the editor. The location of the 
sources and the acknowledgment of publishers* permissions are indicated by 
footnote reference at the close of the first excerpt from each book. 
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of Error.® What the teacher can give him occasion to remem¬ 
ber is, that he is in Error. Now if the learner is to acquire 
the Truth, the Teacher must bring it to him; and not only so, 
but he must also give him the condition necessary for under¬ 
standing it. For if the learner were in his own person the 
c*ondition for understanding the Truth, he need only recall 
it. The condition for understanding the Truth is like the 
capacity to inquire for it: the condition contains the con¬ 
ditioned, and the question implies the answer. 

But one who gives the learner not only the Truth, but also 
the condition for understanding it, is more than teacher. All 
instruction depends upon the presence, in the last analysis, 
of the requisite condition; if this is lacking, no teacher can 
do anything. Insofar as the learner exists he is already 
created, and hence God must have endowed him with the 
condition for understanding the Truth. For otherwise his 
earlier existence must have been merely bnitish, and the 
Teacher who gave him the Truth and with it the condition 
was the original creator of his human nature. But insofar 
as the moment is to have decisive significance, the learner is 
destitute of this condition, and must therefore have been de¬ 
prived of it. This deprivation cannot have been due to an 
act of God (which would be a contradiction), nor to an ac¬ 
cident; ... it must therefore be due to himself. Error is 
then not only outside the Truth, but polemic in its attitude 
toward it; which is expressed by saying that the learner has 
himself forfeited the condition, and is engaged in forfeiting it. 

The Teacher is then God himself, who in acting as an 
occasion prompts "the learner to recall that he is in Error, 
and that by reason of his own guilt. But this state, the being 
in Error by reason of one’s own guilt, what shall we call it? 
Let us call it Sin. 

The Teacher is God, and he gives the learner the requisite 
condition and the Truth. What shall we call such a Teacher? 
for we are surely agreed that we have already far transcended 
the ordinary functions of a Teacher. Insofar as the learner is 

® Tlic words “teacher,” ‘learner,” and “error” refer in the context of the 
Philosophical Fragments to Jesus Christ, the believer, and sin, respectively. 
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in Error, but in consequence of his own act (and in no other 
way can he possibly be in this state, as we have shown 
above), he might seem to be free; for to be what one is by 
one’s own aet is freedom. And yet he is in reality unfree and 
bound and exiled; for to be free from the Truth is to be exiled 
from the Truth, and to be exiled by one’s own self is to be 
bound. But since he is bound by himself, may not he loose 
his bonds and set himself free? . . . No. And so it is in very 
truth; for he forges the chains of his bondage with the 
strength of his freedom, since he exists in it without compul¬ 
sion; and thus his bonds grow strong, and all his powers 
unite to make him the slave of sin. What now shall we call 
such a Teacher, one who restores the lost condition and gives 
the learner the Truth? Let us call him Saviour, for he saves 
the learner from his bondage and from himself; let us call 
him Redeemer, for he redeems the leanicr from the captivity 
into which he had plunged himself. And when the Teacher 
gives him the condition and the Truth he constitutes himself 
an Atonement, taking away the wrath impending upon that 
of which the learner has made himself guilty. 

Such a Teacher the learner will never be able to forget. 
For the moment he forgets him he sinks back again into 
himself, just as one who while in original possession of the 
condition forgot that God exists, and thereby sank into 
bondage. 

When the disciple is in a state of Error . . . but is none¬ 
theless a human being, and now receives the condition and 
the Truth, he does not become a human being for the first 
time, since he was a man already. But he becomes another 
man, not in the frivolous sense of becoming another indi¬ 
vidual of the same quality as before, but in the sense of be¬ 
coming a man of a difiFerent quality, or as we may call him: 
a new creature. 

Insofar as he was in Error he was constantly in the act of 
departing from the Truth. In consequence of receiving the 
condition in the moment the course of his life has been given 
an opposite direction, so that he is now turned about. Let us 
call this change Conversion. The sadness in this case, how- 
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ever, is on account of his having so long remained in his 
former state. Let us call such grief Repentance; for what is 
repentance but a kind of leave-taking . . . ? 

Insofar as the learner was in Error, and now receives the 
Truth and with it the condition for understanding it, a 
change takes place within him like the change from non-be¬ 
ing to being. But this transition from non-being to being 
is the transition we call birth. Let us call this transition 
the new birth, in consequence of which the disciple enters 
the world quite as at the first birth . . . ; for while it is 
indeed possible to be baptized en masse it is not possible 
to be born anew en masse.’’ 

Now if we assume that it is as we have supposed . . . , 
tliat the Teacher himself contributes the condition to the 
learner, it will follow that the object of faith is not the teach¬ 
ing but the Teacher.^ 

Let us assume that it is otherwise, that the contemporary 
generation of disciples had received the condition from God, 
and that the subsequent generations were to receive it from 
these amtemporaries—what would follow? No, if the con¬ 
temporary disciple gives the condition to the successor, the 
latter will come to believe in him. He receives the condition 
from him, and thus the contemporary becomes the object 
of faith for the successor; for whoever gives the individual 
this condition is eo ipso the object of faith, and God.® 

When the believer is the believer and knows God through 
having received the condition from God himself, every suc¬ 
cessor must receive the condition from God himself in pre¬ 
cisely the same sense, and cannot receive it at second hand; 
for if he did, this second hand would have to bo the hand of 
God himself, and in that case there is no question of a second 
hand. But a successor who receives the condition from God 

Philosophical Fragments, trans. by David F. Swenson (Princeton: Prince¬ 
ton University Press, 1942), pp. 9-14. Copyright 1942 by Princeton Uni¬ 
versity Press. Reprinted by permission of the American-Scandinavian Foun¬ 
dation. 

8 Ibid., p. 50. 

» Ibid., pp. 84-85. 
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himself is a contemporary, a real contemporary; a privilege 
enjoyed only by the believer, but also enjoyed by every 
believer.^® 

Christianity did not come into the world (as the parsons 
snivellingly and falsely introduce it) as an admirable example 
of the gentle art of consolation, but as the absolute. It is out 
of love God wills it so, but also it is God who wills it. He 
will not sufiFer Himself to be transformed by men and be a 
nice . . . hiunan God: He w'ill transform men, and that He 
wills out of love. 

For in relation to the absolute there is only one tense: the 
present. For him who is not contemporary with the absolute 
—for him it has no existence. And as Christ is the ab.solute, 
it is easy to see that with respect to him there is only one 
situation; that of contemporaneousness. The past is not re¬ 
ality—for me; only the contemporary is reality for me. What 
then thou dost live contemporaneous with is reality—for thee. 
And thus every man can be contemporary only with the age 
in which he lives—and then with one thing more: with 
Christ’s life on earth; for Christ’s life on earth, sacred his¬ 
tory, stands for itself alone outside of history. His earthly 
life accompanies the race, and accompanies every generation 
in particular, as eternal history; His earthly life possesses the 
eternal contemporaneousness. If thou canst not endure con¬ 
temporaneousness, ... if thou art unable to go out in the 
street and pereeive that it is God in this horrible procession, 
and that this is the case wert thou to fall down and worship 
Him—then thou art not essentially a Christian.” 

Truth and Reality 

Existence constitutes the highest interest of the existing 
individual, and his interest in his existence constitutes his 

10 Jfcid., p. 56. 

Training in Christianity, trans. by Walter Lowric (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1941; Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1944), pp. 
66-69. Copyright 1944 by Princeton University Press. This and all subse¬ 
quent quotations from this volume are reprinted by pennission of Princeton 
University Press. 
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reality. What reality is, cannot be expressed in the language 
of abstraction. The only reality to which an existing indi¬ 
vidual may have a relation that is more than cognitive, is 
his own reality, the fact that he exists; this reality constitutes 
his absolute interest. The ethical demand is that he become 
infinitely interested in existing. 

The only reality that exists for an existing individual is 
his own ethical reality. To every other reality he stands in a 
cognitive relation. The real subject is not the cognitive 
subject . . . ; the real subject is the ethically existing sub¬ 
ject. The maximum of attainment in the sphere of the intel¬ 
lectual is to become altogether indifferent to the thinker’s 
reality. A believer is one who is infinitely interested in 
another reality. This is a decisive criterion for faith, and the 
interest in question is not just a little curiosity, but an ab¬ 
solute dependence upon faith’s object. 

The object of faith is the reality of another, and the re¬ 
lationship is one of infinite interest. The object of faith is 
not a doctrine, for then the relationship would be intellectual. 
The object of faith is not a teacher with a doctrine. The 
object of faith is the reality of the teacher, that the teacher 
really exists. The object of faith is thus God’s reality in ex¬ 
istence as a particular individual, the fact that God has 
existed as an individual human being.*" 

Let us now call the untnith of the individual Sin.** Above 
all let us not forget that not only theft and murder and 
drunkenness and the like are sins, but that properly sin is: 
in time to lose eternity. Because man has in him something 
eternal, therefore he can lose the eternal, but this is not 
to lose, it is to be lost; if there were nothing eternal in man, 
he could not be lost. 

On the one hand this: only the temporal is lost temporally. 

12 The Concluding Unscientijic Postscript, trails, by David F. Swenson 
and Walter Lowrie (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1941), pp. 279-90. 
Copyright 1941 by Princeton University Press. Tliis and subsequent quota¬ 
tions from this volume are reprinted by permission of Princeton University 
Press. 

13 Ibid., p. 186. 
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On the other hand: only the eternal can be gained eternally}* 

So then: to live on in complete ignorance of oneself, or 
entirely to misunderstand oneself, or to venture with blind 
reliance upon one’s own powers and such-like . . . that is 
not to come to oneself, it is to be drunken. But then, to live 
on, having accurate knowledge of and shrewd calculation 
upon one’s own powers, talents, qualifications, possibilities, 
and in the same measure familiar with what human and 
worldly shrewdness teaches the initiated—is that to come to 
oneself? Yes, according to the opinion of the merely human 
view. But not according to the Christian opinion; for this is 
not to come to oneself, it is to come to the probable; on that 
road one never gets any farther. It is only in the sense of 
selfishness that it brings him nearer and nearer to himself— 
this is what the merely human view calls sobriety: Chris¬ 
tianity calls it drunkenness. Only by being before God can 
a man entirely come to himself in the transparency of 
sobriety.^® 

And so it is in fact, the absolut e precise ly is the only thing 
that can make a man entirely so berChristianity . . . says 
that just the fact that one’s kno wing trims against one in¬ 
wardly, that just this is what makes one sober , that only 
that man is sober whose understanding, whose knowing, is 
action, that therefore it is not at all necessary to expend so 
much effort upon developing one’s understanding, if only 
care be taken to ensure that it gets an inward direction, that 
it is craftiness to direct all one’s attention and concentrate 
all one’s powers upon developing one’s understanding, that a 
man with only a slender understanding, but with this turned 
inward and so translated into action, is sober, and that a man 

Christian Discourses, trans. by Walter Lowrie (London: Oxford Uni¬ 
versity Press, 1939), pp. 141-42. Copyright 19-39 by Oxford University 
Press. Reprinted by permission of Oxford University Press. 

For Self-Examination and /udge for Yourselves, trans. by Walter 
Lowrie (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1944), pp. 120-22. Copyright 
1944 by Princeton University Press. This and subsequent quotations from 
this volume are reprinted by permission of Princeton University Press. 

Ibid., p. 123. 
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with the greatest understanding, but turned in the opposite 
direction, is completely drunk.” 

Is “trutli”“ the sort of thing one might conceivably ap¬ 
propriate without more ado by means of another man? For 
what is Truth? and in what sense was Christ the truth? 
Christ’s life upon earth, every instant of this hfe was the 
truth. Every other man, a thinker, a teacher of science, etc., 
indeed any other man you please, a serving-man, a letter- 
carrier—to ask of him what truth is, that makes sense in a 
way; but to ask it of Christ who stands bodily before one, to 
ask this of Christ is the most complete confusion possible. 
No man, with the exception of Christ, is the truth. 

Christ is the truth in such a sense that to be the truth is 
the only true explanation of what truth is. Hence one may 
ask an Apostle, one may ask a Christian, what truth is, and 
then the Apostle or the Christian will point to Christ and 
say, “Behold Him, learn of Him, He was the Truth,” That is 
to say, the truth, in the sense in which Christ was the truth, 
is not a sum of sentences, not a definition of concepts, etc., 
but a life. Truth in its very being is not the duplication of 
being in terms of thought, which yields only the thought of 
being. No, truth in its very being is the reduplication in me, 
in thee, in him, so that my, that thy, that his life, approxi¬ 
mately, in the striving to attain it, expresses the tnith, so 
that my, that thy, that his life, approximately, in the striving 
to attain it, is the very being of truth, is a life, as the truth 
was in Christ, for He was the Truth. 

And hence, Chr istianly understood, the truth consists not 
in knowing the trufETmt in being the truth. That is to say, 
knowledge has a relation to truth, but with that I am (un¬ 
truly) outside of myself; within me (that is, when I am truly 
within myself . . .) truth is, if it is at all, a being, a life. 
Therefore it is said, “This is life eternal, to know the only 
true God and Him whom He hath sent,” the Truth. That is 

” Ihid., p. 134. 

Kierkegaard distinguishes between propositional truth (empirical or 
logical) and ethico-religious truth. Here the reference is to the latter. 
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to say, only then do I truly know the truth when it becomes a 
life in me. Therefore Christ compares truth with food and 
appropriation of it with eating. . . 

But the eternal is not a thing which can be had regardless 
of the waiy in which it is acquired; no, the eternal is not 
really a thing, but is the way in which it is acquired. Tlie 
eternal is acquired in one way, and the eternal is different 
from cveiything else precisely for the fact that it can be ac¬ 
quired only in one single way; conversely, what can be 
acquired in only one way is the eternal—it is acquired only 
in one way, in the difficult way which Christ indicated by the 
words: “Narrow is the gate and straitened the way, that 
leadeth unto life, and few are they that find it.”"*’ 

Now it is well enough known that Christ constantly uses 
the expression “follower”; He never says anything about 
wanting admirers, admiring worshipers, adherents; and when 
he uses the c.xpression “disciples,” He always so explains it 
that we can perceive that followers are meajit, that they are 
not adlierents of a doctrine but followers of a life."' 

Christianity proposes to endow the individual with an 
eternal happiness, a good which is not distributed wholesale, 
but only to one individual at a time. Though Christianity 
assumes that there inheres in the subjectivity of the indi¬ 
vidual, as being the potentiality of the appropriation of this 
good, the possibility for its acceptance, it does not assume 
that the subjectivity is immediately ready for such accept¬ 
ance, or even has, without further ado, a real conception 
of the significance of such a good. The development or trans¬ 
formation of the individual’s subjectivity, its infinite concen¬ 
tration in itself over against the conception of an eternal 
happiness, that highest good of the infinite—this constitutes 
the developed potentiality which subjectivity as such pre¬ 
sents. In this way Christianity protests every form of ob- 

Training in Christianity, pp. 198-202. 

20 The Instant, No. 2, in Attack Upon ‘^Christendom,’* trans. by Walter 
I^owric* (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1944), p. 100. Copyright 
1944 by Princeton University Press. "Ihis and subsequent quotations from 
this volume reprinted by {icrmission of Princeton University Press. 

2^ Training in Christianity, p. 231. 
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jectivity; it desires that the subject should be infinitely con¬ 
cerned about himself. It is subjectivity that Christianity is 
concerned with, and it is only in subjectivity that its truth 
exists, if it exists at all. 

Faith is the highest passion in the sphere of human sub¬ 
jectivity.^® The ethical is ... a correlative to individuality, 
and that to such a degree that each individual apprehends 
the ethical essentially only in himself, because the ethical is 
his complicity with ^d.®* The thing is that we cannot form 
any idea of God’s exaltation. We always get stuck in our 
aesthetic accountancy: the marvellous, the great, the far- 
reaching, etc. Whereas God is so infinitely exalted that the 
only thing he looks upon is ethics.®'* 

That subjectivity, inwardness, is the truth, was my thesis. 
I have sought to show how the pseudonymous authors in my 
view move in the direction of this principle, which in its 
maximum is Christianity.®® The truth can neither be com¬ 
municated nor be received except as it were under God’s 
eyes, not without God's help, not without God’s being in¬ 
volved as the middle term. He himself being the Truth.®® 


Faith and Works 

There is always with us a worldliness which would have 
the name of being Christian, but would have it at a price as 
cheap as possible. Tliis worldliness became observant of 
Luther. It listened, and it took the precaution to listen a 
second time for fear it might have heard amiss, and there¬ 
upon it said, “Capital!” That suits us exactly. Luther says, 

22 Concluding Unscientific Postscript, pp. 116, 118. 

23 Ibid., p. 138. 

24 The Journals, trans. by Alexander Dru (London: Oxford University 
Press, 1938), entry no. 997, p. 346. CopvTiglit 1938 by Oxford University 
Press. This and subsequent quotations from this volume are reprinted by 
permission of Oxford University Press. 

25 Concluding Unscientific Postscript, p. 248. 

23 “That Individual,” Two Notes Concerning My Work as An Author, 
included in The Point of Vietv, trans. by Walter Lowrie (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1939), p. 119. Copyright 1939 by Oxford University 
Press. Reprinted by permission of Oxford University Press. 
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“It is faith alone that matters”; the fact that his life expresses 
works he does not himself say, and now he is dead, so that 
this is no longer an actuality. Let us take then his word, his 
doctrine—and we are liberated from all works. Long hve 
Luther! And although all did not take Luther in vain in 
quite so worldly a way—yet every man has a disposition 
either to want to have merit from works when they are to be 
done; or, when faith and grace are to be stressed, to want to 
be as far as possible liberated entirely from works. Chris¬ 
tianity’s requirement is; Thy life shall as strenuously as pos¬ 
sible give expression to works—and then one more thing is 
required: that thou humble thyself and admit, “But none the 
less I am saved by grace.”®^ 

So then we “Christians” are living, and are loving our life, 
just in the ordinary human sense. If then by “grace” God will 
nevertheless regard us as Christians, one thing at least must 
be required: that we, being precisely aware of the require¬ 
ment, have a true conception of how infinitely great is the 
grace that is showed us. “Grace” cannot possibly stretch so 
far, one thing it must never be used for, it must never be 
used to suppress or to diminish the requirement; for in that 
case “grace” would turn Christianity upside down.®* 

In truth I understand it perfectly: to wish to build one’s 
eternal happiness upon any action whatsoever, to dare to 
come before God with such things—that is the most horrible 
sin, for it is to scorn Christ’s atonement. 

Christ’s atonement is everything, unconditionally, to that 
extent what a man does is all one. But then the infinity of the 
atonement should neither make a man completely indolent 
nor stifle the simple and child-like wish to do what one can 
as well as possible, always, be it noted, with God’s permission, 
never o£F one’s own bat, always gratefully and always treating 
it as nothing where the infinity of the atonement is con¬ 
cerned.®* 

Which is it? Is God’s meaning, in Christianity, simply to 

2T For Self-Examination, pp. 41-42. 

The Attack Upon “Christendom,” p. 38. 

29 The Jourrutls, entry no. 935, p. 318. 
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humble man through the model (that is to say by putting be¬ 
fore us the ideal) and to console him with “Grace,” but in 
such a way that through Christianity there is expressed the 
fact that between God and man there is no relationship, that 
man must express his thankfulness like a dog to a man, so 
that the adoration becomes more and more true, and more 
and more pleasing to God, as it becomes less and less pos¬ 
sible for man to imagine that he could be like the model? Is 
that the meaning of Christianity? 

Or is it the very reverse, that God’s will is to express that 
He desin's to be in relation with man, and therefore desires 
the thanks and the adoration which is in spirit and in truth: 
imitation. 

The latter is certainly the meaning of Christianity. But 
the former is a cunning invention of us men (although it may 
have its better side) in order to escape from the real relation 
to God, because in its beginnings it is really suffering.*® 

Imitation must be introduced, to exert pressure in the 
direction of humility. It is to be done cpiite simply in this 
way: everyone must be measured by the Pattern, the ideal. 
We must get rid of all the bosh about this being said only to 
the Apostles, and this only to the disciples, and this only to 
the first Christians, etc. Christ no more desires now than He 
did then to have admirers (not to sa)’ twaddlers). He wants 
only disciples. The “disciple” is the standard: imitation and 
Christ as the Pattern must be introduced. It shall not be so 
that we men are permitted to abrogate the ideal requirement, 
saying that the thing is not for us, and then to hunt up a cer¬ 
tain mediocrity, and then begin there and make that the 
standard, and then perhaps become distinguished . . . 
merely because the standard has been altered to suit us. 

What is spiritual apathy? It means to have the standard 
changed by leaving out the ideals, it means to have the 
standard changed to correspond with what we men who 
now live in this place actually are. 

But when the price of becoming a Christian is so cheap, 
then comes idleness, and then comes doubt, and then the 
80 Ibid., entry no. 1272, p. 474. 
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real truth comes to evidence, that one cannot conceive why 
Christianity need be. And that is perfectly true; for if the 
requirement is no greater, then a saviour, a redeemer, grace, 
etc., become fantastic luxuries. What Christianity presup¬ 
poses, namely, the tortures of a contrite conscience, the need 
of grace, the deeply felt need, all these frightful inward con¬ 
flicts and sufferings—what Christianity presupposes in order 
to introduce and apply grace, salvation, the hope of eternal 
blessedness—all this is not to be found, or is to be found onlv 
in burlesque abridgment—at bottom it is sheer superfluity 
which at the most one imagines the need of. And so in the 
end one becomes tired of Christianity; for the pressure of im¬ 
itation was lacking, the ideal, Christ as Pattern.®^ 

The requirement, by humbling a man, should exert a 
stress which results in exaltation, in rejoicing at “grace,” and 
in boldness through grace. No, in order to worship aright 
and rightly to have joy in worshipping, a man must so eom- 
port himself: he strives with might and main, spares himself 
neither day nor night, he tries to produce as many as possible 
of what upright men, humanly speaking, might call “good 
works.” And then when he takes them and, dc^eply humbled 
before God, beholds them transformed to wretchedness and 
vileness, that is to worship God—and that is exaltation.*® 

Imitation and Love 

We see therefore why Christ was bom and lived in hu¬ 
miliation; no man, absolutely no man contemporary with him 
lived in such humiliation, there never lived a man so hu¬ 
miliated, and therefore it was absolutely impossible for any 
man to shirk the claims made upon him with the excuse or 
evasion that “the Pattern” was in possession of earthly and 
worldly advantages which he had not. In His actual life 
there was absolutely nothing to admire in that sense, unless 
one would admire poverty, wretchedness, the suffering of 
contempt, etc. 

31 For Self-Examination and Judge for Yourselves! pp. 207-9. 

32 Ibid., pp. 165-66. 
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And in the situation of contemporaneousness there was 
not the least occasion to admire; for Christ had only the same 
conditions to offer to the man who would join Him, and on 
those conditions there was never any admirer who would take 
part. The same conditions: to become just as poor, as de¬ 
spised, as much sconied and mocked, and if possible even a 
little more. 

What, then, is the distinction between “an admirer” and “a 
follower”? A follower is or strives to he what he admires; an 
admirer holds himself personally aloof, consciously or un¬ 
consciously, he does not discern that the object of his admira¬ 
tion makes a claim upon him to be or to strive to be the thing 
he admires.”* 

So the distinction holds good nevertheless: the admirer is 
not willing to make any sacrifices, to give up lanything 
worldly, to reconstruct his life, to be what he admires or let 
his life express it—but in words, verbal expressions, assevera¬ 
tions, he is inexhaustible in aflirming how highly he prizes 
Christianity. The follower, on the other hand, aspires to be 
what he admires—and so (strange to say!) even though he 
lives in established Christendom he will encounter the same 
danger which once was involved in confessing Christ. Only 
the “followers” are the true Christians.”* 

Seek first the kingdom of God. There is no time to gather 
riches in advance, there is no time to reflect on this question, 
there is no time to lay up a penny in advance, for the begin¬ 
ning is: to seek first the kingdom of God. 

“God’s kingdom and His righteousness.” Through the 
latter the former is described. For God’s kingdom is “right¬ 
eousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.” Therefore there 
is here no question of setting forth to discover the kingdom of 
God, for God’s kingdom is righteousness. 

Nor does righteousness consist of extraordinary abilities, 
for it is precisely for those that righteousness will call you to 
account, if righteousness requires it of you; nor is it earthly 
olxscurity, for no man is so humble that he cannot do wrong; 

Training in Christianity, p. 234. 

Ibid., pp. 245,247. 
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and as no coin is so small that it cannot bear the image of the 
emperor so no man is so humble that he cannot bear God s 
image. Righteousness consists in seeking the kingdom of 
God first. If you give every man his due, but forget God: do 
you practice rightcou.sness? To practice righteousness in this 
way, is this not as when a thief gives every man his due with 
the money he has stolen? To forget God, is not this like steal¬ 
ing the whole of your existence?’’® 

Luther is right again in this. No one can see faith, it is 
invisible so that no one can decide whether a man has faith. 
But faith .shall be knowm by love. Now people have of course 
tried to make love into something invisible, but against that 
Luther protests with the Seriptures; for to the Christian love 
is the works of love. To say that love is a feeling or anything 
of the kind is really an unehristian conception of love. 
Christ’s love was not an inner feeling, a full heart and what 
not, it was the work of love which was his life.”'’ 

To defraud oneself of love is the most terrible deception of 
all. It is an eternal loss for which there is no compensation 
either here or in eternity. What is it which connects the 
temporal and the eternal, what except love, which just for 
this reason is before everything, and which abides when 
everything else is past? But precisely because love is the 
bond of the eternal, and because the temporal existence and 
eternity are heterogeneous, for that reason love may some¬ 
times seem burdensome to the earthly prudence of the tem¬ 
poral existence, and therefore in this existence it may seem 
a tremendous relief to the sensual man to cast off this l)ond of 
the eternal. 

Love’s secret life is in the heart, unfathomable, and it also 
has an unfathomable connection with the whole of existence. 
As the peaceful lake is grounded deep in the hidden spring 

35 What We Leam From the Lilies of the Field and the Birds of the 
Air, in The Gospel of Suffering, trans. by David F. Swenson and Lillian M. 
Swenson (Minnc^apolis: Augsliiirg Publishing IToiist', 1948), pp. 232-34. 
Copyright 1948 by Augsburg Publishing House. Reprinted by permission 
of Augsburg Publishing House. 

33 Journals, entry no. 932, p. 317. 
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which no eye can see, so a man’s love is grounded even 
deeper in the love of God. If there were at bottom no well- 
spring, if God were not love, then there would be no quiet 
lake or human love. As the quiet lake is grounded darkly in 
the deep spring, so is human love mysteriously grounded in 
God’s love.”" 

The Christian teaching is to love the neighbor, to love the 
whole race, all men, even one’s enemy, and to make no excep¬ 
tion, eitlier of partiality or of dislike. 

Who then is one's neighbor? “Neighbor” presses as closely 
as possible upon the selfishness in life. If there are only two 
men, the other man is the neighbor; if there are millions, each 
one of these is the neighbor, who is again closer to one than 
“the friend” and “the beloved,” insofar as those, as being the 
objects of preferential love, gradually become analogous to 
the self-love in one. To choose a beloved, to find a friend, 
those are indeed complicated tasks, but a neighbor is easy to 
know, easy to find, if we will only—recognize our duty. 

To love one’s self in the right way and to love one’s neigh¬ 
bor are absolutely analogous concepts, are at bottom one and 
the same. When the “as thyself” of tlie commandment has 
taken from you the selfishness which Christianity, sad to say, 
must presuppose as existing in every human being, then you 
have rightly learned to love yourself.®* 

Earthly g oods are in an extern al sense o reality, therefore 
one can own them even while being as one who does not own 
them; but s piritual goods exist only inwardly, _e xist only in 
being poss^sed, and therefore one cannot, if one really pos¬ 
sesses them, be as one who does not possess them.®® If, on 
the contrary, love has undergone the change of eternity by 
becoming duty, tlien it does not know the force of habit, then 
habit can never get power over it. As it is said of eternal life. 

Works of Love, trans. by David E. Swenson and Lillian M. Swenson 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1949), pp. 5-6, 8. Copyright 1949 
by Princeton University Press. This and subsequent quotations from this 
volume reprinted by permission of Princeton University Press, 
as lhid„ pp. 17-19. 
a® Ibid., pp. 22-23. 
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that there is neither sighing nor weeping, so we might add 
that there is also no habit. The eternal never becomes old 
and never becomes habit. 

Only when it is a duty to love, only then is love everlast¬ 
ingly free in blessed independence. Such a love stands and 
falls not by some accidental circumstance of its object, it 
stands and falls by the law of eternity—but then it never falls; 
such a love does not depend^ upon this or that, it depends only 
on—the one liberating force, consequently it is eternally in¬ 
dependent. Love abides, it is independence. The unchange¬ 
ableness is the true independence.'"’ 

For consider the most cultured man you know, about 
whom we all admiringly say, “He is so cultured,” and then 
consider Christianity which says to him, “Thou shalt love thy 
neighbor!” Moreover, a certain urbanity in all relations, a 
courtesy toward all men, a friendly condescension toward in¬ 
feriors, a confident bearing toward the influential, an ad¬ 
mirably controlled freedom of spirit: truly that is culture—do 
you believe that it is also loving your neighbor?*^ 

For ultimately love to God is the decisive thing; from it 
stems love to the neighbor, but paganism never suspected 
this. They left God out; they made earthly love and friend¬ 
ship into love, and abominated selfishness. But the Ghristian 
commandment of love commands men to love God above all 
else, and next to love the neighbor. In earthly love and 
friend-ship partiality is the middle term. In love to the neigh¬ 
bor, God is the middle term; if you love God above all else, 
then you also love your neighbor and in your neighbor every 
man. Only by loving God above all else can one love his 
neighbor in the other man. “Love to the neighbor is there¬ 
fore the eternal equality in loving,” but the eternal equality 
is the opposite of partiality.^® 

As the joyous message of Ghristianity is contained in the 
teaching about mankind’s kinship with ^d, so is its problem 
man’s likeness to God. But God is love, therefore we can re- 

*oibid.,pp. 31-33. 

« Ibid., p. 50. 

«2 Ibid., p. 48. 
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semble God only in loving, as we also, according to the 
Apostle’s word, can only be “God’s fellow-laborers in—love.” 
When you love your neighbor, then you resemble God.'*® 

But Christian love ... is sheer action, and each of its 
deeds is sacred, for it is the fulfillment of the law. 

Such is ideal Christian love; even if it does not or did not 
manifest itself in this way in any man (while yet every Chris¬ 
tian by continuing in love, strives that his love may become 
such), yet it still was true in Him who was love, in our Lord 
Jesus Christ. Therefore the same Apostle [Paul] says about 
Him, that “Christ was the end of the law.” Moreover, He was 
love, and His love was the fullness of the law. What the law 
could not bring to pass, any more than it could save a man, 
that Christ could do.^* 

As the blood pulses in every nerve, so Christianity in the 
conscience-relation wishes to penetrate everything. The 
change is not in the external, not in the obvious, and yet the 
change is infinite. And there within, there far within, where 
the Christian dwells in the conscience-relation, there is every¬ 
thing changed. There Christianity transforms every relation 
between men into a conscience-relationship, and thus also 
into a love-relationship.^® 


Conclusion 

Love is from the Christian standpoint commanded; but 
the commandment of love is the old commandment which is 
always new. 

The matter is simple enough. Christianity has abolished 
the Jewish like for like: “An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a 
tooth”; but it has substituted in its place the like for like of 
eternity. Christianity always directs the attention entirely 
away from the external, turns it inward, and makes each one 
of your relationships with other men into a God-relationship: 
so you will surely in both senses get like for like. From the 
Christian standpoint a man has ultimately and essentially to 

«3 Ibid., p. 52. 

** Ibid., p. 81. 

<8 Ibid., pp. 110-11. 
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do only with God, although he will still remain in the world 
and in the earthly relationships as they are allotted to him. 
But the fact of having to do with God . . . makes at one and 
the same time for the highest consolation and the greatest 
exertion, the greatest mildness and the greatest severity. This 
is man’s education; for the true God-relationship is an educa¬ 
tion, God is the Teacher. But true education must be just as 
strict as it is mild, and conversely. And when a human 
teacher has manv children to train at the same time, how 
does he carry this on? To do all this, there is naturally not 
time for much talking and reproof and verbosity, and if 
there were time, that education becomes bad as a matter of 
course where there is too much talk. No, the efficient teacher 
trains preferably by means of the eyes. He takes the indi¬ 
vidual child’s eyes away from him, that is, he compels the 
child to look to him for everything. God does just this. He 
rules the whole world, and He trains these innumerable men 
by His glance. For what is conscience? In the conscience it 
is God who looks at a man, so the man must in everything see 
God. Thus docs God educate. But the child who is being 
educated easily imagines that his relationship to his com¬ 
panions, the tiny world they form, is actuality, whereas the 
teacher by his glance teaches him that all this is used for the 
purpose of educating the child. 

The older man also thus easily imagines that what he has 
to do with the world is actuality; but God teaches him to un¬ 
derstand that all this is used only for his education. So God is 
the Teacher; His love combines the greatest mildness with the 
greatest strictness. So is God’s strictness mildness in the lover 
and the humble, but to the hard of heart his mildness is 
severity. The fact that God has wished to save the world, 
this mildness is to the one who will not accept salvation the 
greatest severity, an even greater severity than if God had 
never wished it, but wLshed only to judge the world. Lo, this 
is the synthesis of the severity and the mildness; the fact that 
in everything you lay hold on God, the greatest mildness and 
the greatest severity.^® 

«/hid., pp. 303-04. 
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Chapter 15 

WALTER RAUSCHENBUSCH 


The thinking of S0ren Kierkegaard, as indicated by the 
preceding chapter, is certainly not characteristic of nine¬ 
teenth-century moral theory in general. His radical stress on 
the individual and his interest in the psychology of faith run 
counter to a strong interest, among Christian thinkers of his 
age, in the problem of the social order and the Christian 
responsibility for social reform. The ethics of the Kingdom of 
God movement (in its American form sometimes called the 
“Social Gospel” or, rather loosely, “liberalism”) was on the 
rise by the middle of the nineteenth century and reached its 
peak of influence in the first quarter of the twentieth. 

Among the many historic roots of this version of Christian 
ethical theory, the influence of Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) 
should be recalled particularly. As a giant figure in eight¬ 
eenth-century philosophy, casting a long shadow over subse¬ 
quent Christian and non-Christian thought, Kant combined 
in his thinking an inheritance of Protestant piety with the ra¬ 
tionalism of the Enlightenment. The effect of his work in 
epistemology was to throw" doubt on the possibility of securing 
knowledge of the realm of ultimate reality. God, freedom, 
and immortality—which had been the rock-bottom assump¬ 
tions of all Christian thinking about the world—could now 
by Kant's principles be treated at best as the “practical” pos¬ 
tulates of moral endeavor and decision. They could no longer 
be taken as the basis of a “scientific” exploration of the uni¬ 
verse. Kant urged that men should treat moral laws as if they 
were divine commands, but the validity of moral obligations 
must finally rest on the floor of human rationality. Christian 
morality, he felt, stands on reason, not revelation. 
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Under the influence of Kant’s dualism and his rethinking 
of the relation of morality to theology, many Christian thinkers 
turned their attention to the human and the moral ele¬ 
ments in theology and away from the metaphysical and spec¬ 
ulative. The theology of Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768- 
1834) represents such a trend, and that of Albrecht Ritschl 
(1822-89) even more. Ritschl was not one to deny, of course, 
the objective existence of a creating and redeeming God. 
But he was doubtful about drawing metaphysical conclusions 
about the nature of God and preferred to speak of the human 
effects of God’s work. “We know the nature of God and 
Christ only in their worth for us.” Value-judgments, not fact- 
judgments, are the business of religion. 

Ritschl was influential also in that he centered his atten¬ 
tion on the historic Jesus of Nazareth, rather than on a meta¬ 
physical God-man, as the Saviour of man through the moral 
perfection of his personality. The significance of Christ’s 
work lies both in the reconciliation with God that he pro¬ 
vides for the individual believer and also in that he came as 
the founder of the Kingdom of God on earth. The classic 
Biblical phrase, the Kingdom of God, had been variously in¬ 
terpreted in Christian history to denote many things: the 
C'osmie and eternal sovereignty of God, the reign of Christ, or 
eternal blessedness. Ritschl gave a new emphasis to the 
phrase. He made of it an earthly ^oal, “the moral unification 
of the human race, through action prompted by imiversal 
love to our neighbor.” Among later Ritsehlian thinkers the 
evangelical note of individual forgiveness and salvation in 
Christ is rather played down, and Ritschl’s social ideal of the 
temporal kingdom of love and righteousness is played up. It 
captured the imagination of many continental Protestants, 
such as Adolf von Hamack, whose What Is Christianity? was 
a highly influential restatement of the Ritsehlian view. The 
new trend took hold no less in England and especially in 
America. 

The Kingdom of God movement in America began its 
definite rise after the Civil War. This era of mechanization 
and industrialization, with the enormous upswing of urban 
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populations swollen by immigration from abroad, brought 
problems of social maladjustment and poverty to which the 
traditional message of Protestant churches seemed remote 
and inept. Here and there arose prophets such as Washing¬ 
ton Gladden, Lvinan Abbott, and George Herron, who saw 
industrial capitalism and the crowded cities of America 
crushing the spirits of men en uiasse, while the churches were 
attempting pathetically to “save souls” one by one for a life 
beyond. These few leaders called the church to turn from 
its complacency and escapism to the social problems of in¬ 
dustrialism, to fight the real powers of darkness, economic 
corruption in high places and grinding poverty in low. By 
slow institutional change men could create a democratic 
order of brotherhood and mutual service, where common 
labor would recover its dignitv and beauty, where the King¬ 
dom of God would be realized on earth as in heaven. The 
message of the Social Gospel made enough headway against 
the opposition of a conservative Protestantism to lead its 
major spokesman, Walter Rauschenbusch, to say in the 
first decade of the twentieth century, “The Social Gospel has 
arrived.” As matters turned out, this proved an overconfident 
claim, but certainly the influence of the Kingdom of God 
ideal was strongly felt among many leaders of the main¬ 
line Protestant churches. It inspired, among many things, 
the formation of the Federal Council of Churches (now the 
National Council) in 1908. However at variance church 
leaders found themselves in doctrinal matters, thev could 
make common cause on the ethical convictions of the Social 
Gospel, and they voiced them in the Social Creed (1912), 
which for its day represented a radical economic position. 

The New and the Old in the Kingdom of God Ideal 

The judgment is frequently made that the Social Gospel 
lacks a theological interest and that it reduces the Christian 
faith to a program of humanitarian reform. True, the Social 
Go.spel has little interest in certain of the traditional credal 
doctrines. But it has its own theology. In this as in all types 
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of ethical thinking there are certain theological assumptions, 
implicit or explicit, faiths about the character of the universe 
and man, which give to the Kingdom of God ethics its dis¬ 
tinctive tone. If indeed it is heavily indebted to certain 
secular nineteenth-century faiths, on the basis of which it at¬ 
tempts to revise traditional theology, it also, and at a more 
profound level, is to be credited with recovering certain ele¬ 
ments from the historic Christian tradition which had been 
lost or perverted in the prevailing Christian thought and 
practice of the day. 

Its concept of the nature of God is a mixture of Biblical 
and, more especially, prophetic motifs with ideas derived 
from scientific and intellectual currents of nineteenth-cen¬ 
tury secidar thought. In the name of Amos and Isaiah the 
proponents of the Social Gospel remind men that the Lord 
of the nations requires public justice and righteousness, not 
the “burnt oflFerings” of polite church-going. God is not the 
benign manager of a hotel of heaven, the final retirement re¬ 
sort for the respectable who practice private purity. He is a 
living God who requires even-handedness and integrity, jus¬ 
tice and mercy, in the public affairs of the market place and 
the political forum. 

Along with this prophetic element there is a quite un- 
Biblical note of immanentism in the theology of the Social 
Gospel. God is “within” rather than “above” history. He is 
the persistent impulse for good in the human heart, who in¬ 
spires and assists man on his long, slow pilgrimage to the 
ideal society. God who is Love is not the Enemy, but the 
Friend, working through man, not against him, to achieve the 
divine purpose, the cooperative commonwealth on earth. 
This Kingdom comes by evolutionary growth, not by a shat¬ 
tering intervention from beyond. Here the Social Gospel 
finds the whole “Darwinian” philosophy of history more 
plausible than the strange eschatology (or theory of last 
things) of the traditional creeds, whereby God is expected 
to ring down a sudden curtain on the whole human drama. 
In keeping with most nineteenth-century scientific and social 
thought, the Social Go.spel is confident that history is pro- 
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gressing toward a better order of justice and brotherhood and 
that to the extent that men apply Christian ideals to their 
public and private lives, the Kingdom will come. This phi¬ 
losophy of history gives to the Social Gospel its great hope 
and impetus for moral endeavor. What bends its bow of 
moral effort is the tension between the present possibility 
and the future ideal. 

As Rauschenbusch rightly points out, the Kingdom of God 
ideal is the key idea of the Social Gospel, the full force of 
which requires the recasting of all other doctrines. The sig¬ 
nificance of Jesus Christ, for instance, lies in the fact that he 
is the initiator of the Kingdom on earth and provides in his 
moral teaching the way of its realization. The Christian 
church finds its worth not in itself but in its power to inspire 
men to work for the Kingdom; thus it is a means, one among 
many, toward an end larger than itself. The Kingdom ideal 
alters subtly and deeply the psychology of the Christian life: 
Confident hope and unflagging effort supplant trust and 
repentance as the sustaining djmamic of Christian living. 

In its view of human nature, the Social Gospel also com¬ 
bines elements orthodox and novel. It reacts against the in¬ 
dividualism characteristic of late Puritanism, with its view of 
man, like John Runyan’s pilgrim, making his lone way to the 
Celestial City, or economically like a Horatio Alger hero, 
climbing the ladder from rags to riches by his own initiative. 
The Social Gospel recalls its culture to the Biblical and pro¬ 
phetic solidaristic view of man-in-commimity. Men are in 
truth “members one of another,” organically related to their 
fellows both in sin and salvation. Society is not a sand heap 
of atomistic individuals but a dense texture of organic rela¬ 
tions, in which no single self exists except as a self-in-relation. 
Moreover, the solidaristic view of society includes God as a 
member. Here is a recovery of a Biblical and prophetic un¬ 
derstanding of the covenant principle. By virtue of the mem¬ 
bership of God in the community, sin against the neighbor in 
public policy as in private dealing is ipso facto a sin against 
God, for to tear the social fabric of brotherhood is to flout 
the divine will. 
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To this orthodox element, the Social Gospel adds some¬ 
thing new in its theory of man, derived chiefly from the 
secular socialist thought of the nineteenth century—namely, 
the view that the cultural environment, constituted by politi¬ 
cal and economic institutions, is of high importance in de¬ 
termining man’s inner quality. Social institutions are power¬ 
ful in influencing the hearts and minds of men. They mould 
even moral and religious beliefs. Moreover, these social 
structures are not divinely fixed “orders” of life to be humbly 
and quietly accepted by man, as traditional Protestantism 
was likely to affirm. These structures are pliable and can be 
made over from sin to salvation by reform and legislative 
change. 

In still another facet of its view of man, the liberal ferment 
shows the influence of its confident times. It looks askance 
at the older Calvinistic view of man’s depravity and sub¬ 
stitutes a much more optimistic view of man’s spiritual condi¬ 
tion. Man is not a worm or a “lump of perdition” but the 
hero of a long upward climb toward a culture in which ra¬ 
tionality and benevolence will reign. This faith fits well the 
evolutionary philosophy of history. How can one strive for 
the ideal of the Kingdom, when “earth shall be fair, and all 
men glad and wise,” if one believes that some fatal moral 
taint spoils persistently man’s moral achievement? As indi¬ 
cated in the sources, Rauschenbusch is no sentimentalist. 
He takes full measure of the grip of sin on man’s spirit and 
indeed is led in his later writings to pay his respects to the 
orthodox belief in “original” sin, though he treats it as 
socially more than “genetically” transmitted. At the same 
time—and in curious contradiction to his serious view of sin 
—he shares with the enthusiasts for the Kingdom of God 
ideal the faith that sin can be progressively overcome 
through moral striving, generation by generation. 

Two further characteristics of the Social Gospel deserve 
mention; both are derived more from the general spirit of the 
nineteenth century than from Christian theology. One is 
the stress on the principle of continuity in the cosmos. It 
construes the manifold within the universe in terms of shad- 
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iiigs and gradations rather than of jumps and chasms and 
duahsms, which are more typical of the Biblical world view 
and of much traditional theology. For the Social Gospel 
there is no radical discontinuity between man and nature 
but a genetic kinship which science is revealing and on 
which the scientific enterprise is based. There is likewise 
continuity between religion and science, the sacred and the 
secular, Christ and the best in human culture, the church and 
the world, and between God and man. In place of the older 
division betw'een the damned and the saved, or between Au¬ 
gustine’s City of Earth and the City of God, is put the grada¬ 
tion of a less Christian society growing more Christian on 
the inclined ramp of history. And the goal of history, the 
Kingdom, is an ideal set within time and somehow continuous 
with time, not “beyond history” as traditional eschatology 
would locate it. 

Finally, the Social Gospel is so intensely preoccupied with 
the collective destiny of man that its interest in the individu¬ 
al’s destiny and the question of personal immortality become 
quite incidental. Previous Protestant thinkers, from Luther 
to Kant, ga\'c a determinative place to the “life bevond” for 
each man, by reference to which this lif(‘ is a corridor and a 
preparation and always something of a “vale of tears.” The 
writers in this liberal tradition, on the other hand, while re¬ 
taining in the main the doctrine of individual immortality, 
are more interested in the transformation of this world than 
in passing through it oti the way to the next. Thus the Chris¬ 
tian ideal of man’s destiny is quite thoroughly domesticated 
as well as socialized: Men sin corporately and are saved 
corporately in and for this world of time and space. 

RAUscaiENBUsfai, a Prophet for America 

The life of Walter Rauschenbusch, the most influential 
spokesman for the Social Gospel, .spans the years between 
the Civil War and World War I. Bom in Rochester, New 
York, of Gennan parentage and a long line of clergymen, his 
early training at home and in seminary was in the pietistic 
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tradition. For his first important charge as a young minister 
he was called to a small church on West 45th Street in New 
York City, next to a slum area known as “Hen’s Kitchen.” He 
labored here for eleven years and experienced a gradual but 
profound revolution in his thought as he discovered the al¬ 
most total ineptness of his religious training and belief in 
meeting the real needs of his cconomieally depressed parish¬ 
ioners. He took up with mov'ements for social reform, espe¬ 
cially that of Henry George, and studied the writings of the 
socialists both in America and abroad. He worked with the 
Christian Socialist movement, though he never was a member 
of the Soeialist Party. At the age of thirty-six he returned to 
the Rochester Theological Seminary as professor and to a 
busy career of writing, lecturing, and travel in siipport of a 
wide number of social causes. 

Of all social institutions, according to Rauschenbusch, the 
economic stands most in need of Christian redemption. Polit¬ 
ical, domestic, and educational institutions, he feels, have in 
large part become Christianized. But the industrial capi¬ 
talism of America is under the law of Mammon. With the 
socialists, he subjects the capitalistic practice of his time to 
the most ruthless judgment, spelling out the details of its 
cruel power in destroying the personalities of its subjects. 
He lays the blame for many “sins of the flesh,” like drunken¬ 
ness and prostitution, at the door of economic institutions 
which drive men to seek degenerate escapes from drudgery. 
In Christianizing the Social Order (1912) he advances posi¬ 
tive measures for economic refonn; the unionization of labor, 
.social legislation for health guarantees and the equalization 
of wealth, the democratization of industrial relations, and the 
extension of consumer cooperatives. He is confident that 
such steps will bring economic institutions under the law' of 
Christ, into a cooperative commonwealth. 

Rauschenbusch’s most profound and penetrating book, A 
Theology for the Social Gospel, based on lectures given at the 
Yale Divinity School, was published just prior to his death in 
1918. The sombre shadow' of the First World War is cast 
over its pages. 
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SOURCES 


From 

Walter Rausciienbusch: A Theology for the Social 
Gospel^ 


The Nature of Sin 

It is not easy to define sin, for sin is as elastie and eonipli- 
cated as life itself. Its quality, degree, and culpability vary 
according to the moral intelligence and maturity of the in¬ 
dividual, according to his social freedom, and his power over 
others. Theologians have erred, it seems to me, by fitting 
their definitions to the most highly developed forms of sin 
and then spreading them over germinal and semi-sinful ac¬ 
tions and conditions. 

We are equipped with powerful appetites. We are often 
placed in difficult situations, which constitute overwhelming 
temptations. We are all relatively ignorant, and while we 
experiment with life, we go astray. Some of our instincts 
may become rampant and overgrown, and then trample on 
our inward freedom. We are gifted with high ideals, with a 
wonderful range of possibilities, with aspiration and longing, 
and also weighted with inertia and moral incapacity to 
achieve. We are keenlv alive to the call of the senses and the 
pleasures of the moment, and only dimly and occasionally 
conscious of our own higher destiny, of the mystic value of 
personality in others, and of God. 

This sensual equipment, this ignorance and inertia, out of 
which our moral delinquencies sprout, are part of our human 
nature. We did not order it so. Instead of increasing our 
guilt, our make-up seems to entitle us to the forbearing judg¬ 
ment of every onlooker, especially God. Yet no doubt we are 
involved in objective wrong and evil; we frustrate our possi- 

1 All subseciuent material in this chapter is taken from Walter Rauschen- 
busch, A Theology for the Social Gospel (New York: The Macmillan Com¬ 
pany, 1918). Copyright 1918 by Tlie Macmillan Company. Reprinted by 
permission of the family of Walter Rauschenbusch. 
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bilities; we injure others; we disturb the divine harmonies. 
We are imfree, unhappy, conscious of a burden which we are 
unable to lift or escape. 

Sin becomes guilt in the full sense in the degree in which 
intelligence and will enter. We have the impulse to live our 
life, to exercise our freedom, to express and satisfy the limit¬ 
less cravings in us, and we are impatient of restraint. We 
know that our idleness or sensuality will cripple our higher 
self, yet we want what we want. We set our desires against 
the rights of others, and disregard the claims of mercy, of 
gratitude, or of parental love. Our self-love is wrought up to 
hot ill-will, hate, lying, slander, and malevolence. Men press 
their covetousness to the injury of society. They are willing 
to frustrate the cause of liberty and social justice in whole 
nations in order to hold their selfish social and economic 
privileges. Men who were powerful enough to do so, have 
left broad trails of destruction and enslavement through his¬ 
tory in order to satisfy their selfish caprice, avarice, and thirst 
for glory. 

Two things strike us as we thus consider the development 
of sin from its cotyledon leaves to its blossom and fruit. First, 
that the element of selfishness emerges as the character of 
sin matures. Second, that in the higher forms of sin it as¬ 
sumes the aspect of a conflict between the selfish Ego and 
the common good of humanity; or, expressing it in religious 
terms, it becomes a conflict between self and God. 

The three forms of sin,—sensuousness, selfishness, and 
godlessness,—are ascending and expanding stages, in which 
we sin against our higher self, against the good of men, and 
against the universal good. 

Theology with remarkable unanimity has discerned that 
sin is essentially selfishness. This is an ethical and social 
definition, and is proof of the unquenchable social spirit of 
Christianity. It is more essentially Christian than the duahs- 
tic conception of the Greek Fathers, who thought of sin as 
fundamentally sensuousness and materiality, and saw the 
chief consequence of the fall in the present reign of death 
rather than in the reign of selfishness. 
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The definition of sin as selfishness furnishes an excellent 
theological basis for a social conception of sin and salvation. 
But the social gospel can contribute a good deal to socialize 
and vitalize it. 

Theology pictures the self-aflBrmation of the sinner as a 
sort of solitary duel of the will between him and God. We 
get a mental image of God sitting on his throne in glory, holy 
and benevolent, and the sinner down below, sullenly shaking 
his fist at God while he repudiates the divine will and 
chooses his own. Now, in actual life such titanic rebellion 
against the Almighty is rare. Perhaps our Puritan forefathers 
knew more cases than we because their theological God was 
accustomed to issue arbitrary decrees which invited rebel¬ 
lion. We do not rebel; we dodge and evade. We kneel in 
lowly submission and kick our duty under the bed while God 
is not looking. 

The theological definitions of sin have too much the fla¬ 
vour of the monarchical institutions under the spiritual in¬ 
fluence of which they were first formed. In an absolute 
monarchy the first duty is to bow to the royal will. A man 
may spear peasants or outrage their wives, l)ut crossing the 
king is another matter. When theological definitions speak 
of rebellion against God as the common characteristic of all 
sin, it reminds one of the readiness of dc.spotic governments 
to treat cveiy^ offence as treason. 

Sin is not a private transaction between the sinner and 
God. Humanity always crowds the audience-room when 
God holds court. We must democratize the conception of 
God; then the definition of sin will become more realistic. 

We love and serve God when we love and serve our fel¬ 
lows whom he loves and in whom he lives. We rebel against 
God and repudiate his will when we set our profit and ambi¬ 
tion above the welfare of our fellows and above the Kingdom 
of God which binds them together. 

We rarely sin against God alone. The decalogue gives 
a simple illustration of this. Tlieology used to distinguish 
between the first and second table of the decalogue; the 
first enumerated the sins against God and the second the 
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sins against men. Jesus took the Sabbath commandment off 
the first table and added it to the second; he said the Sab¬ 
bath is not a taboo day of God, but an institution for the good 
of man. The command to honour our parents is also ethical. 
There remain the first three commandments, against poly¬ 
theism, image worship, and the misuse of the holy name. The 
worship of various gods and the use of idols is no longer one 
of our dangers. The misuse of the holy name has lost much 
of its religious significance since sorcery and magic have 
moved to the back-streets. On the other hand, the command¬ 
ments of the second table grow more important all the time. 
Science supplies the means of killing, finance the methods 
of stealing, the newspapers have learned how to bear false 
witness artistically to a globeful of people daily, and covet¬ 
ousness is the moral basis of our civilization. 

God is not only the spiritual representative of humanity; 
he is identified with it. In him we live and move and have 
our being. In us he lives and moves, though his being tran¬ 
scends ours. He is the life and light in every man and the 
mystic bond that unites us all. He is the spiritual power be¬ 
hind and beneath all our aspirations and achievements. He 
works through humanity to realize his purposes, and our sins 
block and destroy the Reign of God in which he might fully 
reveal and realize himself. Therefore our sins against the 
least of our fellow-men in the last re.sort concern God. There¬ 
fore when we retard the progress of mankind, we retard the 
revelation of the glory of God. Our universe is not a despotic 
monarchy, with God above the starry canopy and ourselves 
down here; it is a spiritual commonwealth with God in the 
midst of us. 

Sin is essentially selfishness. Tliat definition is more in 
harmony with tlie social go.spel than with any individualistic 
type of religion. The sinful mind, then, is the unsocial and 
anti-social mind. To find the climax of sin we must not linger 
over a man who swears, or sneers at religion, or denies the 
mystery of the trinity, but put our hands on social groups 
who have turned the patrimony of a nation into the private 
property of a small class, or have left the peasant labourers 
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cowed, degraded, demoralized, and without rights in the 
land. When we find such in history, or in present-day life, 
we shall know we have struck real rebellion against God on 
the higher levels of sin. 

This is the chief significance of the social gospel for the 
doctrine of sin: it revives the vision of the Kingdom of God. 
When men see the actual world over against the religious 
ideal, they become conscious of its con.stitutional defects 
and wrongs. Those who do their thinking in the light of the 
Kingdom of God make less of heresy and private sins. They 
reserve their .shudders for men who keep the liquor and vice 
trade alive against public intelligence and law; for interests 
that organize powerful lobbies to defeat tenement or factory 
legislation, or turn factory inspection into sham; for nations 
that are willing to set the world at war in order to win or 
protect colonial areas of trade or usurious profit from loans 
to weaker peoples; and for private interests which are willing 
to push a peaceful nation into war because the stock ex¬ 
change has a panic at the rumour of peace. These seem the 
unforgivable sins, the great demonstrations of rebellious 
selfishness, wherever the social gospel has revived the faith 
of the Kingdom of God. 

Two a.spects of the Kingdom of God demand special con¬ 
sideration in this connection: the Kingdom is the realm of 
love, and it is the commonwealth of labour. 

Jesus Christ superimposed his own personality on the 
previous conception of God and made love the distinctive 
characteristic of God and the supreme law of human conduct. 
Consequently the reign of God would be the reign of love. It 
is not enough to think of the Kingdom as a prevalence of 
good will. The institutions of life must be fundamentally 
fraternal and co-operative if they are to train men to love their 
fellow-men as co-workers. Sin, being selfish, is covetous and 
grasping. It favours institutions and laws which permit un¬ 
restricted exploitation and accumulation. This in turn sets 
up antagonistic interests, increases law suits, class hostility, 
and wars, and so miseducates mankind that love and co¬ 
operation seem unworkable, and men are taught to put their 
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trust in coercive control by the strong and in the sting of 
hunger and compulsion for the poor. 

Being the realm of love, the Kingdom of God must also 
be the commonwealth of co-operative labour, for how can we 
actively love others without serving their needs by our abili¬ 
ties? If the Kingdom of God is a community of highly de¬ 
veloped personalities, it must also be an organization for 
labour, for none can realize himself fully without labour. A 
divinely ordered community, therefore, would offer to all 
the opportunities of education and enjoyment, and expect 
from all their contribution of labour. 

Here again we realize the nature of sin over against the 
religious ideal of society. Sin selfishly takes from others their 
opportunities for self-realization in order to increase its own 
opportunities abnormally; and it shirks its own labour and 
thereby abnormally increases the labour of others. Idleness 
is active selfishness; it is not only unethieal, but a sin against 
the Kingdom of God. To lay a heavy burden of support on 
our fellows, usually on the weakest classes, and to do no pro¬ 
ductive labour in return, is so crude a manifestation of sinful 
selfishness that one would suppose only an occasional in¬ 
stance of such delinquency could be found, and only under 
medical treatment. But in fact throughout history the policy 
of most States has been shaped in order to make such a sinful 
condition easy and perpetual. Men who have been under the 
teachings of Christianity all their lives do not even see that 
parasitism is a sin. So deeply has our insight into sin been 
darkened by the lack of a religious ideal of social life. We 
shall not be doing our thinking in a Christian way until we 
agree that productive labour according to the ability of each 
is one of “the conditions of salvation.”® 

The Kingdom of Evil 

We have sought to show that in the following points a 
modification or expansion is needed in order to give the 
* A Theology for the Social Gospel, chap. vi. 
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social gospel an intellectual basis and a full medium of 
expression in theology. 

1. Theological teaching on the first origin of sin ought not 
to obscure the active sources of sin in later generations and 
in present-day life, by which sin is quickened and increased. 
An approximation to the reticence of Jesus and tlie prophets 
about the fall of men, and to their strong emphasis on the 
realistic facts of contemporary sin, would increase the prac¬ 
tical efficiency of theology. 

2. Since an active sense of failure and sin is produced by 
contrast with the corresponding ideal of righteousness, the¬ 
ology, by obscuring and forgetting the Kingdom of God, has 
kept the Christian world out of a full realization of the social 
sins which frustrate the Kingdom. The social gospel needs 
above all a restoration of religious faith in the Reign of God 
in order to create an adequate sense of guilt for public sins, 
and it must look to theology to furnish the doctrinal basis 
of it. 

3. The doctrine of original sin has directed attention to 
the biological channels for the transmission of general sinful¬ 
ness from generation to generation, but has neglected and 
diverted attention from the transmission and perpetuation 
of specific evils through the channels of social tradition. 

4. Theology has not given adequate attention to the social 
idealizations of evil, which falsify the ethical standards for 
the individual by the authority of his group or community, 
deaden the voice of the Holy Spirit to the conscience of in¬ 
dividuals and communities, and perpetuate antiquated 
wrongs in society. These social idealizations are the real 
heretical doctrines from the point of view of the Kingdom 
of God. 

5. New spiritual factors of the highest signifieance are dis¬ 
closed by the realization of the super-personal forces, or com¬ 
posite personalities, in society. When these backslide and 
become combinations for evil, they add enormously to the 
power of sin. Theology has utilized the terminology and re¬ 
sults of psychology to interpret the sin and regeneration of 
individuals. Would it stray from its field if it utilized soci- 
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ological terms and results in order to interpret the sin and 
redemption of these super-personal entities in human life? 

The solidaristic spiritual conceptions which have been 
discussed must all be kept in mind and seen together, in 
order to realize the power and scope of the doctrine to which 
they converge: the Kingdom of Evil. 

The life of humanity is infinitely interwoven, always re¬ 
newing itself, yet always perpetuating what has been. The 
evils of one generation are caused by the wrongs of the gen¬ 
erations that preceded, and will in turn condition the suffer¬ 
ings and temptations of those who come after. Our Italian 
immigrants are what they arc because the Church and the 
land system of Italy have made them so. The Mexican peon 
is ridden by the Spanish past. Capitalistic Europe has fas¬ 
tened its yoke on the neck of Africa. When Negroes arc 
hunted from a Northern city like beasts, or when a Southern 
city degrades the whole nation by turning the savage in¬ 
humanity of a mob into a public festivity, we are continuing 
to sin because our fathers created the conditions of sin by 
the African slave trade and by the unearned wealth they 
gathered from slave labour for generations. 

Stupid dynasties go on reigning by right of the long time 
they have reigned. The laws of the ancient Roman despotism 
were foisted by ambitious lawyers on mediaeval communi¬ 
ties, to which they were in no wise fitted, and once more 
strangled liberty, and dragged free farmers into serfdom. 
When once the common land of a nation, and its mines and 
waters, have become the private property of a privileged 
band, nothing short of a social earthquake can pry them from 
their right of collecting private taxes. Superstitions which 
originated in the third century are still faithfully cultivated 
by great churches, compressing the minds of the young with 
fear and cheri.shed by the old as their most precious faith. 
Ideas struck out by a wrestling mind in the heat of an argu¬ 
ment are erected by later times into proof-texts more decisive 
than masses of living facts. One nation arms because it fears 
another; the other arms more because this armament alarms 
it; each subsidizes a third and a fourth to aid it. Two fight; 
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all fight; none knows how to stop; a planet is stained red in a 
solidarity of hate and horror. 

This is what the modem social gospel would call the King¬ 
dom of Evil. Our theological conception of sin is but fragmen¬ 
tary unless w’c see all men in their natural groups bound to¬ 
gether in a solidarity of all times and all places, bearing the 
yoke of evil and suffering. This is the explanation of the 
amazing regularity of social statistics. A nation registers so 
and so many suicides, criminal assaults, bankruptcies, and 
divorces per 100,000 of the population. If the proportion 
changes seriously, we search for the disturbing social causes, 
just as we search for the physical causes if the rhythm of our 
pulse-beat runs away from the nonual. The statistics of 
social morality are the pulse-beat of the social organism. The 
apparently free and unrelated acts of individuals are also the 
acts of the social group. When the social group is evil, evil 
is over all. 

A social conception of the Kingdom of Evil, such as I have 
tried to sketch, makes a powerful appeal to our growing sense 
of racial unity. It is modem and grows spontaneously out of 
our livest interests and ideas. Instead of appealing to con¬ 
servatives, who are fond of sitting on antique furniture, it 
would appeal to the radicals. It would contain the political 
and social protest against oppression and illusion for which 
the belief in a Satanic kingdom stood in the times of its great¬ 
est vitality. The practical insight into the solidarity of all 
nations in their sin would emphasize the obligation to share 
with them all every element of salvation we possess, and thus 
strengthen the appeal for missionary and educational efforts. 

The doctrine of original sin was meant to bring us all 
under the sense of guilt. Theology in the past has labored 
to show that we are in some sense partakers of Adam’s guilt. 
But the conscience of mankind has never been convinced. 
Partakers in his wretchedness we might well be by our family 
coherence, but guilt belongs only to personality, and requires 
will and freedom. On the other hand an enlightened con¬ 
science can not help feeling a growing sense of responsibility 
and guilt for the common sins under which humanity is 
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bound and to which we all contribute. Who of us can say 
that he has never by word or look contributed to the at¬ 
mospheric pressure of lubricous sex stimulation which bears 
down on young and old, and the efiFect of which after the war 
no man can predict without sickening? Whose hand has 
never been stained with income for which no equivalent had 
been given in service? How many business men have pro¬ 
moted the advance of democracy in their own industrial 
kingdom when autocracy seemed safer and more efiBcient? 
What nation has never been drunk with a sense of its glory 
and importance, and which has never seized colonial posses¬ 
sions or developed its little imperialism when the temptation 
came its way? The sin of all is in each of us, and every one 
of us has scattered seeds of evil, the final multiplied harvest 
of which no man knows.’* 

The Social Gospel and Personal Salvation 

We take up now the doctrine of salvation. All that has 
been said about sin will have to be kept in mind in discussing 
salvation, for the conceptions of sin and salvation are always 
closely correlated in every theological or religious system. 

The new thing in the social gospel is the clearness and in¬ 
sistence with which it sets forth the necessity and the pos¬ 
sibility of redeeming the historical life of humanity from 
the social wrongs which now perv’ade it and which act as 
temptations and incitements to evil and as forces of resistance 
to the powers of redemption. Its chief interest is concen¬ 
trated on those manifestations of sin and redemption which 
he beyond the individual soul. If our exposition of the super¬ 
personal agents of sin and of the Kingdom of Evil is true, then 
evidently a salvation confined to the soul and its personal in¬ 
terests is an imperfect and only partly effective salvation. 

The sQQial gospel furnishes new tests for religious ex¬ 
perience. We arelibTdispbsed to accept the co nverted soul s 
whom the individualistic evangelism supplies, without look- 
ing them over. Some who have been saved and perhaps re- 

® Ibid., chap. ix. 
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consecrated a number of times are worth no more to the 
Kingdom of God than tliey were before. Some become worse 
tlirough their revival experiences, more self-righteous, more 
opinionated, more steeped in unrealities and stupid over 
against the most important things, more devoted to emotions 
and unresponsive to real duties. We ha\’e the highest au¬ 
thority for the fact that men may grow worse by getting 
religion. Jesus says the Pharisees compassed sea and land to 
make a proselyte, and after they had him, he was twofold 
more a child of hell than his converters. It is time to overhaul 
our understanding of the kind of change we hope to produce 
by personal conversion and regeneration. The social gospel 
furnishes some tests and standards. 

When we undertook to define the nature of sin, we accepted 
the old definition, that sin is selfishness and rebellion again.st 
God, but we insisted on putting humanity into the picture. 
The definition of sin as selfi.shness gets its reality and nipping 
force only when we see humanity as a great solidarity and 
God indwelling in it. In tlic same way the terms and defini¬ 
tions of salvation get more realistic significance and ethical 
reach when we see the internal crises of the individual in 
connection with the social forces that play upon him or go 
out from him. The form which the process of redemption 
takes in a given personality will be determined by the his¬ 
torical and social spiritual environment of the man. At any 
rate any religious experience in which our fellow-men have 
no part or thought, does not seem to be a distinctively Chris¬ 
tian experience. 

If sin is selfishness, salvation rnust be a change which turns 
a man from self to Gpd and humanity. His sinfulness con¬ 
sisted in a selfish attitude, in which he was at the centre 
of the universe, and God and all his fellow-men were means 
to serve his pleasures, increase his wealth, and set off his 
egotisms. Complete salvation, therefore, would consist in an 
attitude of love in which he would freely co-ordinate his life 
with the life of his fellows in obedience to the loving impulses 
of tlie spirit of God, thus taking his part in a divine organism 
of mutual service. When a man is in a state of sin, he may be 
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willing to harm the life and lower the self-respect of a 
woman for the sake of his desires; he may be willing to take 
some of the mental and spiritual values out of the life of a 
thousand families, and lower the human level of a whole mill- 
town in order to increase his own dividends or maintain his 
autocratic sense of power. If this man came under the in¬ 
fluence of the mind of Christ, he would see men and women 
as children of God with divine worth and beauty, and this re¬ 
alization would cool his lust or covetousness. Living now in 
the consciousness of the pervading spiritual life of God, he 
would realize that all his gifts and resources are a loan of God 
for higher ends, and would do his work with greater sim¬ 
plicity of mind and brotherliness. 

of course in actual life there is no case of complete Chris¬ 
tian transformation. It takes an awakened and regenerated 
mind a long time to find itself intellectually and discover 
what life henceforth is to mean to him, and his capacity for 
putting into practice what he knows he wants to do, will be 
something like the capacity of an untrained hand to express 
artistic imaginations. But in .some germiiial and rudimentary 
form salvation must turn us from a life centered on ourselves 
toward a life going out toward God and men. God is the all- 
embracing source and exponent of the common life and good 
of mankind. When we submit to God, we submit to the su¬ 
premacy of the common good. Salvation is the voluntary 
socializing of the soul. 

Through the experience and influence of Paul the word 
“faith” has gained a central place in the terminology of salva¬ 
tion. Its meaning fluctuates according to the dominant con¬ 
ception of religion. With Paul it was a comprehensive mysti¬ 
cal symbol covering his whole inner experience of sah ation 
and emancipation, which flooded his soul with jo)' and 
power. On the other hand wherever doctrine becomes rigid 
and is the pre-eminent thing in religion, “faith” means sub¬ 
mission of the mind to the aflBrmations of dogma and the¬ 
ology, and, in particular, acceptance of the plan of salvation 
and tnist in the vicarious atonement of Christ. Where the 
idea of the Church dominates religion, “faith” means mainly 
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suI>inission to the teaching and guidance of the Church. In 
popular religion it may shrivel up to something so small as 
putting a finger on a Scripture text and “claiming the 
promise.” 

In primitive Christianity the forward look of expectancy 
was characteristic of religion. The glory of the coming dawn 
was on the Eastern clouds. This influenced the conception 
of “faith.” It was akin to hope, the forward gaze of the 
pioneers. The historical illustrations of faith in Hebrews 11 
show faith launching life toward the unseen future. 

This is the aspect of faith which is emphasized by the 
social gospel. It is not so much the endorsement of ideas 
formulated in the past, as expectancy and confidence in the 
coming salvation of God. In this respect the forward look of 
primitive Christianity is resumed. Faith once more means 
prophetic vision. It is faith to assume that this is a good 
world and that life is worth living. It is faith to assert the 
feasibility of a fairly righteous and fraternal social order. In 
the midst of a despotic and predatory industrial life it is faith 
to stake our business future on the proposition that fairness, 
kindness, and fraternity will work. When war inflames a 
nation, it is faith to believe that a peaceable disposition is a 
workable international policy. Amidst the disunion of Chris¬ 
tendom it is faith to look for unity and to express unity in 
action. It is faith to see God at work in the world and to 
claim a share in his job. Faith is an energetic act of the will, 
aflSrming our fellowship with God and men, declaring our 
solidarity with the Kingdom of God, and repudiating selfish 
isolation.^ 

The Salvation of the Super-Personal Forces 

In discussing the doctrine of sin we faced the fact that 
redemption will have to deal not only with the weakness of 
flesh and blood, but with the strength of principalities and 
powers. Beyond the feeble and short-lived individual towers 
the social group as a super-personal entity, dominating the 
* Ibid., chap. x. 
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individual, assimilating him to its moral standards, and en¬ 
forcing them by the social sanctions of approval or dis¬ 
approval. 

In our age these super-personal social forces present more 
dilBcult problems than ever before. The scope and diversity 
of combination is becoming constantly greater. The strategy 
of the Kingdom of God is short-sighted indeed if it does not 
devote thought to their salvation and conversion. 

The salvation of the composite personalities, like that of 
individuals, consists in coming under the law of Christ. A 
few illustrations will explain how this applies. 

Two principles are contending with each other for future 
control in the field of industrial and commercial organization, 
the capitalistic and the co-operative. The effectiveness of 
the capitalistic method in the production of wealth is not 
questioned; modern civilization is evidence of it. But we 
are also familiar with c.apitalistic methods in the production 
of human wreckage. Its one-sided control of economic power 
tempts to e xploit ation and opp ression; it directs the produc¬ 
tive process of society primarUy .toward the creation of pri¬ 
vate profit ratlier than the service of human needs; it de¬ 
mands autocratic management and strengthens the autocratic 
principle in all social affairs; it has impressed a materialistic 
spirit on our whole civilization. 

On the other hand organizations formed on the co-op era¬ 
t ive prin ci pl e are not primarily for p rofit but for the saTfis^ 
fac tion of_human wants, and tlie airn is to distribute owner- 
ship_jcontrpl, anJ economic benefits to a large number of 
co-operators. 

The difference between a capitalistic organization and a 
co-operative comes out clearly in the distribution of voting 
power. Capitalistic joint-stock companies work on the plan 
of “one share, one vote .” Therewith power is located in 
money. One crafty person who has a hundred shares can out¬ 
vote ninety-nine righteous men who have a share apiece, and 
a small minority can outvote all the rest if it holds a majority 
of stock. Money is stronger than life, character, and per¬ 
sonality. 
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Co-operatives work on the plan of “one man, one vote.” 
A man who holds one share has as much voting power as a 
man with ton shares; his personality counts. If a man wants 
to lead and direct, he can not do it by nioncv power; he must 
do it by character, sobriety, and good judgment. The small 
stockholders are not passive; they take part; they must be 
persuaded and taught. The superior ability of the capable 
can not outvote the rest, but has to train them. Consequently 
the co-operatives develop men and educate a community in 
helpful loyalty and comrade.ship. This is the advent of true 
democracy in economic life. Of course the co-operative 
principle is not a sovereign specific; the practical success of a 
given association depends on good judgment and the loyalty 
of its constituents. But the co-operatives, managed by plain 
men, often with little experience, ha\'c not only held their 
own in Europe against the picked survivors of the capitahs- 
tic competitive battle, but have forged steadily ahead into 
enormous financial totals, have sur\ ived and increased even 
during the war, and by their helpful moral influence have 
gone a long way to restore a countiy like Ireland which had 
long been drained and ruined by capitalism. 

Here, I think, we have the difference between saved and 
unsaved organizations. The one class is under the law of 
Chri.st, the other under the law of mammon. The one is 
democratic and the other autocratic. Whenever capitalism 
has invaded a new country or industry, there has been a 
.speeding up in labor and in the production of wealth, but al¬ 
ways with a trail of human misery, discontent, bitterness, 
and demoralization. When co-operation has invaded a coun- 
tr)' tliere has been increased thrift, education, and neighborly 
feeling, and there has been no trail of concomitant evil and 
no cries of protest. The men in capitalistic business may be 
the best of men, far superior in ability to the average commit¬ 
tee member of a co-operative, but the latter type of organiza¬ 
tion is the higher, and when co-operation has had as long a 
time to try out its metliods as capitalism, the latter will rank 
with feudalism as an evil memory of mankind. 
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Super-personal forces are saved when they come under 
the law of Christ. A State which uses its terrible power of 
coercion to smite and crush offenders as a protection to the 
rest, is still under brutal law. A State which deals with those 
who have erred in the way of teaching, discipline, and res¬ 
toration, has come under the law of Christ and is to that 
extent a saved community. “By their fruits ye shall know 
them.” States are known hy their courts and prisons and 
contract labor systems, or by their juvenile courts and parole 
systems. A change in penology may be an evidence of 
salvation. 

A State which uses its superior power to overrun a weaker 
neighbor by force, or to wrest a valuable right of way from 
it by instigating a coup d^etat, or uses intimidation to secure 
mining or railway concessions or to force a loan at usurious 
rates on a half-civilized State, is in mortal sin. A State which 
asks only for an open door and keeps its own door open in 
return, and which speaks as courteously to a backward State 
as to one with a big fleet, is to that extent a Christian com¬ 
munity. 

The salvation of the super-personal beings is by coming 
under the law of Christ. The fundamental step of repentance 
and conversion for professions and organizations is to give up 
monopoly power and the incomes derived from legalized 
extortion, and to come under the law of service, content with 
a fair income for honest work. The corresponding step in 
the case of governments and political oligarchies, both in 
monarchies and in capitalistic semi-democracies, is to submit 
to real democracy. Therewith they step out of the Kingdom 
of Evil into the Kingdom of God.® 

The Kingdom of God 

If theology is to offer an adequate doctrinal basis for the 
social gospel, it must not only make room for the doctrine of 
the Kingdom of God, but give it a central place and revise all 

^ Ibid., chap. xi. 
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other doctrines so that they will articulate organically with it. 

This doctrine is itself the social gospel. Without it, the 
idea of redeeming the social order will be but an annex to the 
orthodox conception of the scheme of salvation. If this doc¬ 
trine gets the place which has always been its legitimate 
right, the practical proclamation and application of social 
morality will have a firm footing. 

To those whose minds live in the social gospel, the King¬ 
dom of God is a dear truth, the marrow of the gospel, ju.st 
as the incarnation was to Athanasius, justification by faith 
alone to Luther, and the sovereignty of God to Jonathan Ed¬ 
wards. It was just as dear to Jesus. He too lived in it, and 
from it looked out on the world and the work he had to do. 

Jesus always spoke of the Kingdom of God. Only two of 
his reported sayings contain tlie word “Church,” and both 
passages are of questionable authenticity. It is safe to say 
that he never thought of founding the kind of institution 
which afterward claimed to be acting for him. 

Yet immediately after his death, groups of disciples joined 
and consolidated by inward necessity. Each local group 
knew that it was part of a divinely founded fellow'ship mys¬ 
teriously .spreading through humanity, and awaiting the re¬ 
turn of the Lord and the establishing of his Kingdom. This 
universal Church was loved with the same religious faith and 
reverence with which Jesus had loved the Kingdom of God. 
It was the partial and earthly realization of the divine So¬ 
ciety, and at the Parousia the Church and the Kingdom 
would merge. 

But the Kingdom was merely a hope, the Church a present 
reality. The chief interest and affection flowed toward the 
Church. Soon, through a combination of causes, the name 
and idea of “th& ikh^om” began ta-be displaced by the 
name and idea of “the Church” in the preaching, literature, 
and theological thought of the Church. Augustine completed 
this process in his De Civitate Dei. The Kingdom of God 
which has, throughout human history, opposed the Kingdom 
of Sin, is today embodied in the Church. The millennium be¬ 
gan when the Chiurch was founded. This practically sub- 
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tion and we shall have systems of ethics, but we shall not 
have a true ejcposition of Christianity. The first step to the 
reform of the Churches is the restoration of the doctrine of 
the Kingdom of God. 

2. The Kingdom of God contains the teleology of the 
Christian religion. It translates theology from the static to 
the dynamic. It sees, not doctrines or rites to be conserved 
and perpetuated, but resistance to be overcome and great 
ends to be achieved. Since the Kingdom of God is the 
supreme purpose of God, we shall understand the Kingdom 
so far as we understand God, and we shall understand God so 
far as we understand his Kingdom. As long as organized sin 
is in the world, the Kingdom of God is characterized by con¬ 
flict with evil. But if there were no evil, or after evil has been 
overcome, the Kingdom of God will still be the end to which 
God is lifting the race. It is realized not only by redemption, 
but also by the education of mankind and the revelation of 
his life within it. 

3. Since God is in it, the Kingdom of God is always both 
present and future. Like God it is in all tenses, eternal in the 
midst of time. It is the energy of God realizing itself in 
human life. Its future lies among the mysteries of God. It 
invites and justifies prophecy, but all prophecy is fallible; 
it is valuable in so far as it grows out of action for the King¬ 
dom and impels action. No theories about the future of the 
Kingdom of God are likely to be valuable or true which 
paralyze or postpone redemptive action on our part. To 
those who postpone, it is a theory and not a reality. It is for 
us to see the Kingdom of God as always coming, always 
pressing in on the present, always big with possibility, and 
always inviting immediate action. We walk W faith. Every 
human life is so placed that it can share with God in the 
creation of the Kingdom, or can resist and retard its progress. 
The Kingdom is for each of us the supreme task and the su¬ 
preme gift of God. By accepting it as a task, we experience 
it as a gift. By labouring for it we enter into the joy and 
peace of the Kngdom as our divine fatherland and habi¬ 
tation. 
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4. Even before Christ, men of God saw the Kingdom of 
God as the great end to which all divine leadings were 
pointing. Every idealistic interpretation of the world, reli¬ 
gious or philosophical, needs some such conception. Within 
the Christian religion the idea of the Kingdom gets its dis¬ 
tinctive interpretation from Christ, (a) Jesus emancipated 
the idea of the Kingdom from previous nationalistic limita¬ 
tions and from the debasement of lower religious tendencies, 
and made it worldwide and spiritual, (b) He made the pur¬ 
pose of salvation essential in it. (c) He imposed his own mind, 
his personality, his love and holy will on the idea of the 
Kingdom, (d) He not only foretold it but initiated it by his 
life and work. As humanity more and more develops a racial 
consciousness in modern life, idealistic interpretations of the 
destiny of humanity will become more influential and im¬ 
portant. Unless theology has a solidaristic vision higher 
and fuller than any other, it can not maintain the spiritual 
leadership of mankind, but will be outdistanced. Its busi¬ 
ness is to infuse the distinctive qualities of Jesus Christ into 
its teachings about the Kingdom, and this will be a fresh 
competitive test of his continued headship of humanity. 

5. The Kingdom of God is humanity organized according 
to the will of God. Interpreting it through the consciousness 
of Jesus we may a£5rm these convictions about the ethical 
relations within the Kingdom: (a) Since Christ revealed the 
divine worth q£ life and personality, and since his salvation 
seeks the restoration and fulfilment of even the least, it 
follows that the Kingdom of God, at every stage of human de¬ 
velopment, tends toward a social order which will best guar¬ 
antee to all per son alities their freest _and highest develop- 
ipent. This inv^ves the redemption of socialJife from the 
cramping influence of religious bigotry, from the repression 
of self-assertion in the relation of upper and lower classes, 
and from all forms of slavery in which human beings are 
treated as mere means to serve the ends of others, (b) Since 
love is the supreme law of Christ, the Kingdom of God im¬ 
plies a progressive reign of love in human affairs. We can 
see its advance wherever the free will of love supersedes the 
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use of force and legal coercion as a regulative of the social 
order. This involves the redemption of society from political 
autocracies and economic oligarchies; the substitution of re¬ 
demptive for vindictive penology; the abolition of constraint 
through hunger as part of the industrial system; and the 
abolition of war as the supreme expression of hate and the 
completest cessation of freedom, (c) The highest expression 
of love is the free surrender of what is truly our own, life, 
property, and rights. A much lower but perhaps more de¬ 
cisive expression of love is the surrender of any opportunity 
to exploit men. No social group or organization can claim to 
be clearly within the Kingdom of God which drains others 
for its own ease, and resists the effort to abate this funda¬ 
mental evil. This involves the redemption of soeiety from 
private property in the natural resourees of the earth, and 
from any condition in industry which makes monopoly profits 
possible, (d) The reign of love tends toward the progressive 
unity of mankind, but with the maintenance of individual 
liberty and the opportunity of nations to work out their own 
national peculiarities and ideals. 

6. Since the Kingdom is the supreme end of God, it must 
be the purpose for which the Church exists. The measure 
in which it fulfils this purpose is also the measure of its 
spiritual authority and honour. The institutions of the 
Church, its activities, its worship, and its theology must in 
the long run be tested by its effectiveness in creating the 
Kingdom of God. For the Church to see itself apart from the 
Kingdom, and to find its aims in itself, is the same sin of 
selfish detachment as when an individual selfishly separates 
himself from the common good. The Church has the power 
to save in so far as the Kingdom of God is present in it. If the 
Church is not living for the Kingdom, its institutions are part 
of the “world.” In that case it is not the power of redemption 
but its object. It may even become an anti-Christian power. 
If any form of chureh organization which formerly aided 
the Kingdom now impedes it, the reason for its existence is 
gone. 
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7. Since the Kingdom is the supreme end, all problems 
of personal salvation must be reconsidered from tlic point of 
view of the Kingdom. It is not sufficient to set the two aims 
of Christianity side by side. There must be a synthesis, and 
theology must explain how the two react on each other. The 
entire redemptive work of Christ must also be reconsidered 
under this orientation. Early Greek theology saw salvation 
chiefly as the redemption from ignorance by the revelation of 
God and from earthlincss by the impartation of immortality. 
It interpreted the work of Christ accordingly, and laid stress 
on his incarnation and resurrection. Western theology saw 
salvation mainly as forgiveness of guilt and freedom from 
punishment. It interpreted the work of Christ accordingly, 
and laid stress on his inearnation and resurrection. If the 
Kingdom of God was the guiding idea and chief end of Jesus 
—as we now know it was—we may be sure that every step in 
riis life, including His death, was related to that aim and 
its realization, and when the idea of the Kingdom of God 
takes its due place in theology, the work of Chiist will have 
to be interpreted afresh. 

8. The Kingdom of God is not confined within the limits 
of the Church and its activities. It embraces the whole of 
human life. It is the Christian transfiguration of the social 
order. The Church is one social institution alongside of the 
family, the industrial organization of society, and the State. 
The Kingdom of God is in all these, and realizes itself through 
them all. During the Middle Ages all society was ruled and 
guided by the Church. Few of us would want modem life to 
return to such a condition. Functions which the Church used 
to perform, have now far outgrown its capacities. The 
Church is indispensable to the religious education of hu¬ 
manity and to the conservation of religion, but the greatest 
future awaits rehgion in the pubhc hfe of humanity.® 


« Ibid., chap. xiu. 
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chapter 16 

CURRENT TRENDS 

The main l)ody of tin's volume has dealt with Christian 
moral theory in past history. It would not be complete, how¬ 
ever, without at least a glance at the movements of thought 
within the twentieth century. It is foolhardy and premature 
to make any conclusive judgments about these movements, 
since they are too close at hand to be assessed fairly. But it 
is very evident that there is a continuing and lively conver¬ 
sation among Christians today alx)ut the perennial problems 
of morality. It is just as evident that the answers have not 
all been given and the books all closed, but that Christians 
arc confronting the novel and stringent requirements of 
twentieth-century culture with a fresh appreciation for the 
vitality of the Christian tradition and for its moral relevance 
to the bewilderment of the day. The great volume of serious 
thinking and writing on Christian ethics in the first half of 
this century makes it impossible to do justice to its rich 
variety. All one can do is to frame a sort of directory to the 
main exhibits and hope that the student will be guided to 
study the sources on his own.^ 

Broadly speaking, one may note a certain double move¬ 
ment in current Christian ethics, two main trends in which 
most Christian thinkers seem to share. The one movement is 
psychological and inward, the other is sociological and out¬ 
ward. The two trends do not run counter to each other but 
are complementary reactions to the problems raised by the 
thought forms of the late nineteenth century, such as were 
described in Chapter 15, as these modes of thought are held 
against the events and needs of the twentieth century. 

^ See Further Readings at the end of this chapt^. 
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Plainly, one overwhelming fact of twentieth-century culture 
has been the failiiLre of the hopes it derived from the nine¬ 
teenth century, hopes for a warless, happy, and secure world. 
The sequence of the tragic events of the times seems to make 
the confidence in the realization of a Kingdom of God on 
earth a fond and foolish illusion. The ethic of the Social Gos¬ 
pel seems appropriate for a period of spiritual expansion but 
inadequate for a time of contraction and disillusionment. 
What has been required is a second and closer look at the as¬ 
sumptions of the liberal movement, and a reconsideration of 
the view of man's nature that underlies its ethic. Thus it is 
in part by way of a reaction to the premises of the Kingdom 
of God movement that the current trends in Christian ethics 
can best be understood. 

The one trend, the psychological, is a renewed exploration 
of the springs of Christian action. A late and popular form 
of the Social Gospel came to put almost its entire stress on 
institutional reform in confident expectation of the arrival 
of a Christian society by a kind of social engineering. To the 
devotees of this way, Christian doctrine, worship, even the 
church itself seemed quaint antiques, for the most part use¬ 
less baggage in the caravan of prophetic social action. Such 
a view, itself a caricatm-e of the position of Rauschenbusch, 
came under sharp attack by Christian critics on the Conti¬ 
nent and in America. It will not do to say, these critics point 
out, that man’s failure results from a downward drag of de¬ 
crepit institutions on his innocent spirit and that he will be 
set to rights, spiritually speaking, by the rearrangement of his 
outward environment. We must look again at the inner life 
of man to explain his moral dilemmas. The answers to the 
problem of social disorder are to be found not fundamentally 
in man’s conditioning environment or in a “cultural lag” or 
moral inertia, but first in the inward will of man, in his mis¬ 
directed loyalties and perverted faiths, "^e problems of 
social ethics, when pursued to their lairs, turn out to be prob¬ 
lems of faith, indeed, of “worship,” in the sense that the 
things men do are derived out of what they love supranely 
and treat as ultimate. The issues of social reform, in brief. 
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turn on issues of ethics, and the issues of ethics turn on issues 
of theology. 

Thus there has developed, especially in Protestant circles, a 
strong interest in the theology of Christian action and as part 
of this a recovered appreciation for the voluntaristic thought 
of such thinkers as Paul, Augustine, Luther, Pascal, and 
Kierkegaard—Christians who in common understood the 
problem of faith to be prior to the problem of action and in¬ 
stitutional reform. The vigorous theological revival of the 
twentieth century has arisen in this social and psychological 
context. 

This trend by no means involves, however, a reversal of 
the social emphasis of the liberal movement. The other trend 
of contemporary Christian ethics is precisely a continuation 
and extension of the stress of nineteenth century thought 
on the social dimension of human nature and behavior. 
Many earlier types of Christian thought, in the medieval and 
Reformation eras and even later, treat the relations of the 
Christian to the cultural structures of this world with a cer¬ 
tain diffidence, in the light of his otherworldly destiny, and 
have almost nothing to say about social policy. As was indi¬ 
cated in the previous chapter, this relative unconcern about 
the political and economic context of life on earth was an 
especially strong element in the Lutheran and pietistic tradi¬ 
tions in Protestantism and itself provoked the corrective social 
concern of the liberal movement. 

In the twentieth century, it is now largely axiomatic 
among Christian moral thinkers that a Christian morality 
must in some way come to terms with the social structures of 
tliis world. Christian ethics must provide guidance for man- 
in-community, who is perforce both the product and pro¬ 
ducer of the domestic, economic, and political institutions 
of his time. Hence we currently find a great interest in Chris¬ 
tian social policy as well as guidance to the individual Chris¬ 
tian in his institutional relationships. Hence, too, we find a 
relative unconcern among the leading Christian thinkers 
about the traditional household virtues and bodily sins which 
seem to many a layman to constitute the province of Christian 
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morality. While pietism at the level of church life may be 
bothered over the improprieties of card playing or dancing, 
the significant front line of Christian ethics is not here at all 
but in the area of man s collective behavior—his use and mis¬ 
use of pohtical and economic power, his action as a racial 
being, as a consumer and producer, and as a citizen. 

Persisting Historical Traditions 

In the attempt to show how the historic Christian faith 
throws light upon the moral dilemmas of the twentieth cen¬ 
tury, Christian thinkers have been reaching back into the 
past and from out of a variety of traditions finding counsel 
and guidance for contemporary moral problems. The history 
of Christian ethics is by no means all in the past tense; its 
traditions impinge on the living present. That is not to say 
there is nothing original in current Christian moral theor}'; 
there are indeed frontier discoveries as there are novel prob¬ 
lems. But it is to say that the variety of historic traditions 
traced in the previous chapters provides the most plausible 
and convenient, if not the most profound, clue in making 
sense of the divergence of Christian witness today. The 
great main historic groupings within Western Christendom 
—Roman, Anglican, Lutheran, Calvinist, Evangelical, and 
so on—still speak their distinctive words of insight into prob¬ 
lems of Christian morality. To understand what lies behind 
a Papal decree against contraception in 1952, one has to go 
back to Thomas Aquinas. Or one has to look again at Luther 
to fathom the thinking among German Protestants after the 
Second World War on the question of church-state relations. 

Yet this persistence of history is not in the form of a frozen 
legahsm whereby one might expect to read an automatic 
and mimeographed Methodist or Anglican or whatever “an¬ 
swer” from a representative of that tradition. Current Chris¬ 
tian moral theory, especially in non-Roman circles, displays 
also the breakup of traditions, a spirit of self-criticism about 
traditional formulae, a talking-across-the-lines, and alto¬ 
gether more convergence than divergence of conclusion. 
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What is really striking about modem Christians, even as they 
write out of widely divergent traditions, is the close family 
resemblance that shows up among them. It has been through 
the ecumenical movement, more than any other factor in the 
twentieth century, that Christians, at least in the non-Roman 
communions, have come to the discovery, sometimes in sur¬ 
prise, of their oneness of moral and theological outlook. It has 
also served to make Christians aware of the depth of their 
own separate historic roots. We will deal shortly with the 
ethics of the ecumenical movement. For now, we need to 
mention (and there is room for hardly more than mention) 
the leading varieties of current Christian ethical theory, both 
Roman and non-Roman, as each one finds its clue to the 
moral quandaries of the current scene from a great insight 
of the past. 

The Roman Catholic church looks back to its medieval 
heritage, especially to Thomas A quinas, for the most authen¬ 
tic guidance for Christian behavior. The Thomistic views of 
human nature, of th e relatio n of the wil l to the m ind, and of 
the structure of virtues leading to the supreme end of super¬ 
natural blessedness all reappear in modem Roman Catholic 
treatises and textbooks on ethics. It is generally characteris¬ 
tic of these writings to stress, after the manner of Aristotle 
and Thomas, a rational harmony and ordered structure in 
the moral life both individual and societal. Thomas’ great 
Summa is echoed, too, in the tendency of contemporary 
Roman thought to maintain that this ordered structure is a 
“two-story” arrangement, where Christ is not set against 
culture but “above” culture, where the realms of nature and 
grace, natural virtues and supernatural virtues, and this- 
worldly and other-worldly ends are synthesized into an archi¬ 
tectonic whole. The writings of Etienne Gilson, Dietrich von 
Hildebrand, and Jacques Maritain are characteristic. 

To the task of providing guidance for the fomiulation and 
criticism of public policy, contemporary Roman theory has 
found a rich resource in the Natural Law tradition, as de¬ 
veloped by Suarez, Bellarmine, Thomas, and many others 
since. In modem times, the most influential expressions of 
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Natural Law principles by the Roman church are to be found 
in the Papal encyclicals of Leo XIII and Pius XI. The vexed 
problems of balancing freedom and order, rights and duties 
in economic practice; of the distribution of justice in political 
life; of determining the right boundaries of church, school, 
and home in education; of making judgments of merit as 
among forms of government; and of bringing order oxit of 
international disorder—all find their sufficient answer, claims 
the Catholic church, in the correct application of the princi¬ 
ples of Natural Law. 

Deeply indebted to the medieval and Roman tradition of 
the Thomistic ethic and the authority of Natural Law, yet also 
sharing in the Protestant legacy, modem Anglicanism repre¬ 
sents a parallel trend. The Anglican approach, since the time 
of Hooker, has represented itself as a via media between 
Catholicism and Protestantism. Perhaps in the realm of ethi¬ 
cal theory, among its current spokesman, as earlier for Bishop 
Butler, it has closer kinship to the whole Thomistic heritage 
than to any other. Here one finds rephrased by such writers 
as A. E. Taylor and Kenneth Kirk the aspirational ethic of the 
Aristotelian—Thomistic spirit, an ethic which construes the 
good life as the pursuit of a summtim bonum, the visco Dei. 
Anglicans also reiterate the requirements for rational order 
and balance in the individual Christian life and the discern¬ 
ment of the objective structure of law as the right basis for 
the ordering of society. William Temple, the Archbishop of 
Canterbury, was an important spokesman for this last point. 
With Roman Catholicism, too, and as against a sectarian type 
of Protestantism, Anglicans have a profound feeling for a 
corpus Christianum, where the influence of the establi.shed 
church officially and unofficially permeates common life in 
the realm of education and in the formation of governmental 
pohey and entitles the Englishman to feel that England is a 
“Christian” nation. 

At the same time, Anglican moral theory has been much 
indebted to the classic insights of the great Reformers, in 
particular for the acknowledgement of the permeative power 
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of human sin and the peril of idolatry in all institutions, in¬ 
cluding the church. There is also a Protestant suspicion of 
legalism and scholasticism in the very use of categories of 
Natural Law and a flexible application to particulars. 

It should be added that Anglican thinking about Christian 
ethics has been characteristically grounded in Christian the¬ 
ology. Such historic Christian doctrines as Creation, Sin, In¬ 
carnation, Redemption, and the Church are primary to ethics. 
Without them social reform loses direction and Christian 
quality. From the rise of the Christian Socialist movement 
with F. D. Maurice and others in the mid-nineteenth century 
dowm to the present, it has been this doctrinal seriousness 
which has distinguished Christian social ethics in England 
from one type of Social Gospel Protestantism in America, 
which in its preoccupation with humanitarian reform was un¬ 
concerned with orthodox theology. 

A radically different trend of current Christian ethics 
is to be found in continental Protestantism, stemming from 
the wide influence of Karl Barth, who has proved in theology 
and ethics to be, as was Kant for nineteenth century philoso¬ 
phy, an “unavoidable” thinker. Trained in the tradition of 
Schleiermacher and Ritschl, Barth as a young minister found 
this “liberal” way lacking in the power to speak to the spirit¬ 
ual need of his Swiss congregation in the period of World 
War I. As had Luther three centuries before, Barth came to 
find in St. Paul, especially in the insights of the Letter to the 
Romans, a profound way of reading the riddle of existence 
and a stay against despair. The starting point of Barth’s 
approach to the Christian life is, as in Paul and in St. Augus¬ 
tine, the situation of man in disorder and sin, man at odds 
with himself, where even his best moral striving cannot avail 
to save him. What is plain in the Bible is not the proximity 
but the distance between God and man. But what is also 
the “Word” of the Bible is that this chasm is overbridged 
only from God’s side by his unique revelation in Jesus Christ. 
Paul and Luther were essentially right, claims Barth, in their 
grasp of “justification by faith.” It is not works of scrupulous 
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piety or of humanitarian social reform, however devoted and 
arduous, but a reliance on the grace of God in Jesus Christ 
which is the one thing needful. 

In American Protestantism .something of the same revolu¬ 
tion in Christian moral theory has been produced by the writ¬ 
ing of Reinhold Niebuhr. Though he comes to the problems 
of ChrislTaM ngthfcs ^ith premises sharply difiFerent from 
Barth’s, he at least shares with him the conviction that the 
starting point of moral deliberation mu.st be the acknowl- 
^^meht oFmaiTs Knurc and disorder. It is in the Pauline- 
Augustinian description of the hurhan predicament that 
Niebuhr, like Barth, finds the clue to the right reading of 
current human events. 

Theologically trained in the American Social Gospel tra¬ 
dition, Niebuhr found his first parish in industrial Detroit 
in the 1920’s. Here he discovered the confident message of 
the Social Gospel inadequate to the plight of the times, just 
as Rauschenbusch fifty years earlier had found pietism ir¬ 
relevant to the needs of the New York slums. What came to 
impress Niebuhr with special force as he analyzed the social 
scene is the disparity between “moral man and immoral so¬ 
ciety,” that is, the fact that man’s coiporate behavior seems 
more vicious than his individual Lehavior. But an environ- 
ineiifadfSf"Sy a Marxist analysis of this trouble Niebuhr finds 
much less acute than the orthodox theological interpretation, 
which locates the fatal fault in the heart of man, in his “pride,” 
his perennial habit of rebelling against the sovereignty of God 
and attempting to order his universe aroimd himself. In his 
many books he has spelled out the meaning of this classical 
view of man’s situation by empirical illustration in the realms 
of history, politics, and economics. 

In this Reinhold Niebuhr also typifies a mixture of tradi¬ 
tions. He has remained in part a child of the Social Gospel, 
though indeed a rebellious child, and heir to the prophetic 
and social passion of Rauschenbusch. Much more than Barth, 
and indeed with some criticism of the Barthian attitude 
toward social affairs, Niebuhr has insisted on the necessity 
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of finding “proximate” Christian solutions to the ultimately 
insoluble problem of achieving a Christian civilization. 

A realistic Christian ethics, Niebuhr claims, must steer 
between opposing perils: on the one side, a too simple hope 
that an ideal social order can be achieved by persuading 
people to love each other, and on the other a moral cynicism 
which rejects the norm of love as absolute and sets the 
principle of power or self-interest in its stead. What the New 
Testament speaks of as “love” (agape) is indeed the Christian 
law of life, but not in the sense of its pragmatic worth in 
leading men to an ideal social order; rather, it is the law of life 
in the sense that the suffering love of the Cross is a judgment 
upon all of man’s prides and idolatries and the norm for 
measuring all of his partial realizations of good in history. 
Amid the moral ambiguities and power collisions of life on 
earth, the Christian can expect at best only a “rough justice” 
amid competing group forces. But in so far as the Christian 
responds to God’s love in contrition, he can make his way in 
faith through the traffic of compromised decisions with less 
self-righteousness, but no less conviction, to witness through 
institutional change for the Kingdom of God on the earth. 

Still another thinker in Protestantism much indebted to 
the Pauline-Augustinian tradition, yet himself significantly 
divergent from Barth and from Rcinhold Niebuhr, is Emil 
Bnmner, a Swiss theologian, now a Professor at the Interna¬ 
tional Christian University in Japan. Especially in his Divine 
Imperative, his major work in Christian ethics, Brunner ap¬ 
proaches the issues of morality essentially with the spirit of 
Calvin. He rejects any scholastic, mystical, or humanistic 
starting point for Christian morality. The first affirmation of 
the Christian life is a faith in the constant sovereignty of a 
creating and redeeming God. Christian ethics is a response 
to the activity of God, “the science of human conduct as it is 
determined by Divine conduct.” Since God’s action in his¬ 
tory is dynamic, Christian morality cannot be defined as a 
set of rules or a list of virtues. The single ethical quality of 
the Christian life is agape. Obedient and grateful love to God 
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must issue in service to neighbor, but the particular form this 
service will take cannot be specified ahead of time. Though 
legalism is a foe to morality, the Christian life for Brunner is 
to be defined in the imperative mood, as obedience to the 
Divine will, rather than in the aspirational mood characteris¬ 
tic of some other Christian traditions. It is especially this 
“obligational” spirit in Brunner which reveals his kinship to 
Calvin, and also to Immanuel Kant, in so far as Kant himself 
perpetuated the Protestant spirit. 

Brunner works out the implication of this ethics of “re¬ 
sponse to God” for the “order.s” or social structures of modem 
life in which the Christian must live. Again essentially Cal¬ 
vinist, his thesis is that these structures, the family, eco¬ 
nomics, and politics, are not “of the devil” to be scorned as 
worldly. They are God-given orders. As they are created 
by God, the Christian is to respect and obey them and in 
them fulfill his vocation. In actuality, of course, they are 
morall)' mixed; corrupted by man’s sin of egocentrism they 
become laws unto tliemselves, as did the Nazi state in Ger¬ 
many. Where these orders are sinful, the Christian is to 
protest, reform, and even repudiate them in response to God 
tlie Redeemer. In this way Brunner maintains that the Chris¬ 
tian ethic with integrity can be both conservative and 
revolutionary. 

The Ethics of the Ecumenical Movement 

Excepting only the Roman Catholic, the several trends 
of current Christian thinking cited above converge in a dra¬ 
matic way in the ecumenical movement. This world-wide 
movement, the most significant force among all the non- 
Roman communions of Christendom in the twentieth cen¬ 
tury, has expressed the drive toward unity from out of a 
splintered and competitive sectarianism. Since the latter 
part of the nineteenth century, the churches have slowly 
shifted from a centrifugal to a centripetal direction, finding 
their oneness in the Christian faith more compelling than 
their separations. To speak of the ecumenical movement 
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merely as the getting together of churches, however, is to 
miss its larger import. The most significant feature of the 
ecumenical reformation has been the revived sense of the 
power of the Christian faith and its relevance to contempo¬ 
rary culture, a conviction in the sharing of which churches 
have been almost inevitably drawn together. Since this unity 
has been chiefly in the area of theological and ethical beliefs, 
transcendent of and sustained within the varieties of ways 
of worship and church organization, it becomes important 
to deal here with what might be called “the ethics of the 
ecumenical movement.” Not that this is a separate or novel 
“type.” Rather, the conversations among Christians cited in 
this chapter find here concrete and remarkably mianimous 
expression. 

The ecumenical spirit has permeated church life at many 
levels, from local to national to international. In America 
interdenominational cooperation has found organized form 
since 1908 in the Federal (now National) Coimc il of the 
Chur ches of Ch rist. The world-wide spread oTtHe ecumeni¬ 
cal movement, inclusive of Eastern Orthodox Christians and 
others beside Protestants, through a series of international 
conferences, issued in the formation in 1948 at j^sterdam of 
the World Council of Churches, a body which now includes 
163 churches,”'vTffii'aTly all die significant non-Roman Chris¬ 
tian bodies in the world today. 

The work of the World Council has been carried on by 
two main interrelated divisions, one on yaith and Qrder, deal¬ 
ing with theological problems, especially the nature of the 
church; the other on Life and Work, dealing,~broadly speak- 
iiigTwith Christian e3iTcsI~Three of the major conferences, 
one at Oxford, Eh^ndTin 1937, the second at Amsterdam in 
1948, and the third at Evanston in 1954, have dealt with the 
issues of Life and Work. The reports and findings of these 
conferences represent, then, the best expression of the con¬ 
sensus of current Christian thinking. 

The Oxford Conference met in 1937 under the shadow of 
dark events: the collapse of the League of Nations, the out¬ 
break of war in the Far East, the disintegration of nineteenth- 
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century capitalistic structures into economic near paralysis, 
and the rise of nationalistic dictatorships in Europe. These 
events were the tremors felt in the “shaking of the founda¬ 
tions” of Western democratic culture. The need was urgent 
for the church to speak a redemptive and prophetic word. 
“To present Christianity as salt and not as sugar” was the 
challenge, pressed the harder by the growing success among 
the youth of the world, especially in the East, of the Com¬ 
munist charge that religion is the opiate of the people and a 
restful hobby of the privileged. 

In reply to that challenge, as to the challenge of nation¬ 
alism and world anarchy, the disposition of the Oxford Con¬ 
ference, as it shows through the fines of its Report, is neither 
to retreat to a private pietism or otherworldly escapes, nor to 
ride easily on the liberal hope that education and moral sua¬ 
sion would soon restore things to rights. The Report is char¬ 
acterized by a theocentric faith, a sociological realism, and 
a sober view of historical possibilities. 

Chri.stiiinity is emphatically a social religion. Its teaching is di¬ 
rected to men not as units isolated from their ftdlows but as members 
df"grdup.s and C'omrnunities. ... It asserts that the relations of men 
to one an'otheirafe'parf of their relation to God. . . . These relations 
are, of course, of many different kinds. But in tlie case of tlie ma¬ 
jority of men they are determined more dirccllv and continuou.sly by 
the action of economic interests than by any other single force. It is 
clearly the dut)' of Christians, therefore, to test by the canons of their 
faith not merely their individual conduct and the quality of their 
private hves, but also the institutional framework of organized society.® 

The areas of social life on which the conference concen¬ 
trates are those of race, economics, and politics, both national 
and international. On the first, the conference strongly 
condemns the rising anti-Semitism in Europe and the practice 
of “white supremacy” still prevalent among so-called Chris¬ 
tian nations. It confesses tfie sins of the chiurch in its racial 
divisions and calls for a correction within its own life. 

In the area of economics the consensus report reflects some 

® J. H. Oldham (ed.). The Oxford Conference: Official Report (Chicago 
and New York: Willett, Clark & Co., 1937), p. 92. 
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of the spirit of the Christian Socialist movement in England 
and its American counterpart. Prevailing economic theory 
and practice, when measured by the yardstick of the Chris¬ 
tian norm, is found universally wanting. In “free-enterprise” 
capitalism, the Report recognizes the partial realization of 
Christian values; but on the debit side, it finds an exaltation 
of the profit motive over the sanctity of persons, tragic in¬ 
equities in proportions of income, prevalent insecurity, and 
irresponsible concentrations of power. On the other hand, 
the communism oflFered as a cure-all for these capitalistic 
ills the Report attacks as a delusive nostrum in its Utopianism, 
its materialism, and its disregard for the dignity of man as a 
free being responsible to God. Though it is not the role of 
the church to specify one economic pattern as the Christian 
pattern, the Report does attempt to state main ethical norms 
(or “middle axioms”) by which a mixed economy may balance 
the polar values of freedom and order. 

In the realm of politics the problems of the relation of 
church and state and of the Christian attitude toward war 
were troublesome in 1937 as now. The Report states candidly 
deep differences among Christians on these questions. The 
sharp difference between pacifist and nonpacifist cannot be 
resolved into a consensus as to the Christian responsibility 
in wartime. But more significantly, a unanimity is expressed 
which underlies and sustains these differences: for instance, 
“that war is a particular demonstration of the power of sin 
in this world” and that the love of the enemy even in war¬ 
time remains a Christian absolute. The Conference is blunt, 
too, in its denunciation of nationalism and “the claim of each 
national state to be judge in its own cause. The abandonment 
of that claim, and the abrogation of absolute national sover¬ 
eignty at least to that extent, is a duty the church should urge 
upon the nations.”® 

The Oxford Report makes clear one central contribution 
of tlie ecumenical movement to the ethical thinking of Chris¬ 
tians: a release from the narrow provincialism of identifying 
the Christian way with the way of any particular nation or 

s Ibid., p. 157. 
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denomination. The new perspective gained at Oxford and re¬ 
newed at Amsterdam and Evanston was that of the church 
imiversal, transcendent of the world’s tribal partialities. In 
short, the ecumenical conferences have enabled an American 
Christian to look at American Christianity and American 
culture through Christian glasses instead of looking at Chris¬ 
tianity through American glasses. 

Between 1937 and 1948, when the Amsterdam Assembly 
met, the trends of cultural disintegration had acceler¬ 
ated, and the potential destruction of civilization had been 
made more possible by the construction of atomic weapons. 
The balances of power had shifted from those of the 1930’s 
into the East-West polarization; yet the underlying fact of 
national power and international disorder remained. The 
deliberations on the theme of the Amsterdam Assembly, 
“Man’s Disorder and God’s Design,” represent an extension 
and elaboration of the themes .sounded at Oxford. One finds 
again, more firmly established, tlie universal perspective on 
local issues, as for instance on economic policy. The Assem¬ 
bly reasserts its critical appraisal of both laissez-faire capi¬ 
talism, the ideology of the West, and the nationalistic com¬ 
munism of Russia. It looks toward a responsible society 
whose spiritual constitution would transcend both of these 
alternatives and incorporate their truths. One finds again the 
effort to frame a Christian norm of public policy, not merely 
the norm for the individual Christian in society. So a Chris¬ 
tian declaration on human rights, on religious liberty, and 
on the United Nations is included. 

There was also felt at Amsterdam, more acutely even than 
at Oxford, an opposition and tension between the “church” 
and the “world,” a more profound contrition for the penetra¬ 
tion of the world’s disorder into the practice of the churches, 
along with a heightened sense of the sanctity of the church. 
Yet there is no loss of the evangelical spirit. The command to 
witness for God’s order amid the disorders of society, “even 
unto the ends of the earth,” is renewed. 

The Assembly of the World Council of Churches, meeting 
at Evanston in 1954, dealt with a variety of issues ranging 
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from eschatology to evangelism. The theme of the confer¬ 
ence, “Christ—the Hope of the World,” was a tmifying motif 
for deliberations that dealt, on the one hand, with the mean¬ 
ing of the Cliristian hope in tlic coming of Christ as Lord and, 
on the other, with the witness of the Church to his present 
Lordship in the affairs of men and nations. It is signifieant 
that four of the six separate commissions of the Evanston 
Assembly deal with issues of Christian social ethics: The Re¬ 
sponsible Society in a World Perspective, International Af¬ 
fairs, Inter-group Relations, The Christian and his Vocation. 
The reports from Evanston indicate that on these matters 
there was a stronger consensus than on the issues of escha¬ 
tology. At the same time, Evanston represented an ecumeni¬ 
cal advance in the fact that the sanction for the ethical wit¬ 
ness of the church was securely related to the eschatological 
hope. 

There is a far distance, to be sure, between tire position 
of the Christian leadership in the ecumenical conferences 
and the ethical convictions prevailing in the average Protes¬ 
tant church down the street. But perhaps in the long look of 
history the gap between leadership and laity can be seen to 
be only a facet of the problem of the abiding tension between 
the church and the world, between the mind of Christ and 
the mind of culture. This dualism, of which the World Coun¬ 
cil is as keenly conscious as it is concerned that the world 
hear the word of Christ, is sharply reminiscent of the spirit 
of the early church in the Roman empire. The following mes¬ 
sage, sent to the world by the Amsterdam Assembly in 1948, 
might well have been penned by a Christian in the first 
century: 

Our coining together to form a World Council will be in vain unless 
Christians and Christian congregations everywhere commit themselves 
to the Lord of the Church in a new effort to seek together, where they 
live, to be His witnesses and servants among their neighbors. We have 
to remind ourselves and all men that Cod has put down the mighty 
from their seats and exalted the humble and meek. We have to learn 
afresh together to speak boldly in Christ’s name both to those in power 
and to the people, to oppose terror, cruelty and race discrimination, to 
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stand by the outcast, the prisoner and refugee. We have to make of 
the Church in every place a voic^e for those who have no voice, and a 
home where every man will be at home. We have to learn afresh to¬ 
gether what is the duty of the Christian man or woman in industry, in 
agriculture, in politics, in the professions and in the home. We have 
to ask God to teach us together to siiy No and to say Yes in truth. No, 
to all that flouts the love of Christ, to every system, every program, and 
every person that treats any man as though he were an irresponsible 
thing or a means of profit, to the defenders of injustice in the name 
of order, to those who sow the seeds of war or urge war as inevitable; 
Yes, to all that conforms to the love of Christ, to all who seek for 
justice, to the peacemakers, to all who hope, fight and suffer for the 
cause of man, to all who—even without knowing it—look for new 
heavens and a new earth wherein dwelleth righteousness.'* 


Further Readings 

(The bibliography of priinar\' sources appended here is a representative selec¬ 
tion of titles arranged to parallel the sequence of trends sugg<‘sted in the 
chapter above. It does not pretend to include all the major works in current 
Christian ethics, but concentrates on books that might be used in an ex¬ 
tended unit of study on contemporary Christian ethical thought. 

Prinmrtj Sources 

Husslein, Joseph (ed.). Social Wellsprings. 2 vols. Milwaukee: The Bnico 
Publishing Co., 1943. (For the Papal encyclicals of Leo XIII and Pius 
XI. See especially Rerum Novarum and Quadraf^esimo Anno. These 
encyclicals are available in many other editions.) 

Maritain, Jacque.s. True Humanism. New York: Charles Scribners Sons, 
1938. 

-. Man and the State. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1951. 

VON Hildebrand, Dietwch. Christian Ethics. New York; David McKay 
Co., 1953. 


Kirk, Kenneth. The Vision of God. London and New York: Longmans, 
Green & Co., 1931. 

Taylor, A. E. The Faith of a Moralist. 2 vols. London: Macmillan & 
Co., Ltd., 1930. 

Temple, William. Christianity and Social Order. Harmondsworth: Penguin 
Books, 1942. 


* World Council of Churches, Findings and Decisions of the First As- 
sembly of the World Council of Churches (Geneva and New York, 1949), 
p. 10. Reprinted by permission of the World Council of Churches. 
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Barth, Karl. The Knowledge of God and the Service of God. New York: 
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1939. 


Niebuhr, Reinhold. An Interpretation of Christian Ethics. New York: 
Harper & Bros., 1935. 

-. The 'Nature arul Destiny of Man. One vol. ed. New York: Charles 

Scribner s Sons, 1949. 

-. Faith arul History. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1949. 


Brunner, Emil. The Divine Imperative. New York: The Macmillan Co., 
1937. 

-. Christianity and Civilization. London: Nisbet, 1948-49. 


Oldham, J. H. (ed.). The Oxford Confererwe: Official Report. Chicago and 
New York: Willett, Clark & Co., 1937. 

The World Council of Churches. Mans Disorder and God*s Design. 
New York: Harper & Bros., 1949. (Pre^paratory studies for the Amster¬ 
dam Assembly.) 

-. Report of the Firulings arul Decisions of the First Assembly of the 

World Courwil of Churches. Geneva and New York, 1948. 

The Christian Hope and the Task of the Church. New York: Har¬ 
per & Bros., 1954. (Preparatory studies for the Evanston Assembly.) 

-. Evanston Speaks. Geneva and New York, 1954. 

Other Important Titles 

Bennett, John C. Christian Ethics arul Social Policy. New York: Charles 
Scribner’s Sons, 1946, 

Bergson, Henri. The Two Sources of Morality arul Religion. New York: 
Henry Holt & Co., Inc., 1935. 

Hutchison, John (ed.). Christian Faith and Social Action. New York: 
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1953. 

Ramsey, Paul, Basic Christian Ethics. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 
1950. 


Secondartj Sources 

Adam, Karl. The Spirit of Catholicism. New York: The Macmillan Co., 
1933. 

Dillenbercer, John, and Welch, Claude. Protestant Christianity Inter¬ 
preted Through Its Development. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 
1954, chaps, xi-xiii. 

Maynard, Theodore. The Catholic Way. New York: Appleton-Century- 
Crofts, Inc., 1952. 

Nash, Arnold (ed.). Protestant Thought in the Twentieth Century. New 
York: The Macmillan Co., 1951. 
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15; in Baxter, 309-19; in Ber¬ 
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